
ABSTRACT 

JACOBS, LAURA EMILY. Scripting the Narrative: A Critical Content Analysis of EL 

Education’s Middle School English Language Arts Curriculum. (Under the direction of Dr. Carl 

A. Young). 

 

This dissertation critically examines a commercially-produced English language arts 

(ELA) curricular program by reviewing its texts, materials, and content. This study explored EL 

Education’s middle school English language arts (ELA) curriculum in two phases of a critical 

content analysis that included 1) a text audit of anchor texts and 2) a critical discourse analysis of 

curriculum materials using the CARDA framework (Laughter & Hurst, 2022). This study sought 

to answer the questions: How does EL Education curriculum position the teaching of middle 

school ELA? What perspectives are positioned within the curriculum? Guided by a critical 

literacy framework (Comber, 2001; Freire, 1970; Janks, 2014; Vasquez et al., 2019), the goal of 

the dissertation was to explore how the curriculum is composed and to what extent the students' 

culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds are present within curriculum materials. 

Findings revealed an adherence to the Common Core State Standards to frame ELA teaching 

along with a limited representation of identities and experiences within curriculum texts and 

materials. Overall, this study confirms and builds upon scholarship asserting that commercially-

produced curricular programs center on whiteness (Rigell et al., 2022; Thomas & Dyches, 2019) 

and highlights the importance of appropriate curriculum evaluation tools.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

  

Julie: “Have y’all seen this video of Ludacris rapping ‘Llama Llama’” (sends link to 

youtube video) 

Sara: “Omg! That’s great!” 

Laura: “Hahaha! We should use this in class!” 

Christine: “YESSS! Laura I can see you rapping this yourself” 

Sara: “^^^yes!” 

Julie: “For comparing modes of text? Love it!” 

Laura: “Julie, I love it! Let’s do it” 

Brad: “Haha y’all crack me up. I’m game!” 

PLT Group Text, Fall 2016 

  

We planned the lesson in ten minutes. Twenty minutes later, Julie emailed the group a 

handout and presentation slides. To practice the skill of comparing the experience of engaging 

with multiple modes of the same text, Common Core State Standard (CCSS) R.L.6.7, our 

students would read, view, and listen to three versions of Anna Dewdney’s children’s book 

Llama Llama Red Pajama. First, students would read a print copy of the text. Next, students 

would view a video of Dewdney reading the book as the illustrations move across the screen. 

Finally, students would listen to rapper Ludacris perform the story with his own style and flare 

(DiLuna, 2020).  

During the lesson, my students enthusiastically discussed how the text’s mode influenced 

the mood. The students appreciated the contrast of a pop culture icon with a familiar and 

nostalgic picture book. They were able to identify that Ludacris’ hip hop version cultivated a 

playful upbeat atmosphere, while Dewdney’s tone of voice and pictures conveyed Llama 

Llama’s worry when separated from his mother at bedtime.  During the lesson debrief, my 

teammates expressed similar experiences with their students. Our students’ excitement to engage 

in the lesson mirrored that of our professional learning team (PLT) in our initial discovery of the 

Ludacris video.  
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Planning via text messaging was common for my PLT; our best ideas usually occurred 

outside of our structured meeting time. We planned in the hallway between classes, at lunch, 

during bus duty, and sometimes even at happy hour. After two years of working together, our 

sixth grade English Language Arts (ELA) PLT was a well-oiled machine, one that steadily 

crafted engaging and effective lessons and units. Not only was our hard work well received by 

our students, but our success was quantifiable. At the end of the 2016-2017 school year, each 

member of our team scored an “exceeds expectations” on the state Educator Effectiveness 

system measured by students’ growth and proficiency on the yearly standardized test (Public 

Schools of North Carolina, n.d.).  

            Unfortunately, in the fall of 2017, that well-oiled machine came to a screeching halt. At 

the end of the previous school year, our district Wake County Public Schools (WCPSS), 

announced the adoption of EL Education’s ELA curriculum for grades three through eight 

(Hattori, 2018). In response to our increasing change-related anxiety, the county assured us that 

we would ease into the transition and could still incorporate our own ideas and materials. 

            In the workdays leading up to the new school year, my PLT attended a three-day training 

session co-led by an EL Education trainer and member of our county’s central office staff. We 

discovered the county’s expectation of strict adherence to the purchased program as we were 

rushed to learn the ins and outs of the new curriculum. We left the training defeated and feeling 

as if the county had stripped our autonomy and questioned our professional judgment. We were 

overwhelmed, lost, frustrated, and hurt over the reality that this newly mandated curriculum did 

not speak to the lived experiences or multitude of identities present in our classrooms. 

Furthermore, this new curriculum did not honor our knowledge, experiences, or voices.  
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Under the expectation of strict adherence set by the county and enforced by my principal, 

my PLT no longer met to collaborate and plan. Instead, our time and energy was spent making 

sense of the lesson directions and protocols. Prescribed 45-minute lessons took double the 

allotted time; we were constantly behind pace. Between missing foundational concepts and our 

inability to choose relevant or even current material, the students were not grasping or 

connecting with the content. Spending time enacting engaging lessons filled with cultural 

references and nostalgia was no longer an option, and we were in a fight to stay afloat.  

Consequently, I left school most days feeling demoralized as a professional. As an ELA 

teacher for over ten years, I had developed craft knowledge (Costigan, 2018; Manfra, 2021) from 

my education and experiences in the classroom. I knew what worked and what didn’t for me and 

for my students. By October 2017, aspirations of graduate school were resurfacing in my mind. 

This was a career path I was always interested in exploring, but until this time, I hadn’t been 

ready to leave my charge as a middle school classroom teacher. Nevertheless, this was the push I 

needed. I felt compelled to understand the phenomena of districts adopting commercially-

produced programs and needed to find a solution. 

            My doctoral journey has been a quest to reveal the reasons why school districts choose 

commercially-produced programs over materials created by classroom teachers. My coursework 

has pushed me to explore the reasons for implementation and the underlying power structures 

involved. I also question the broad effects of commercially produced curriculum beyond the 

classroom. These wonderings have taken on new significance as I become a teacher educator and 

consider the potential impact on preservice teacher candidates.  

Alongside my graduate course work, I have served as an instructor of an introduction to 

education course. In this role, I work with teacher candidates as they begin their journeys to 
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become educators. My students are enthusiastic, innovative, and sometimes a little naïve about 

what lies ahead for them in their future classrooms. Every semester, I hear them excitedly talk 

about the engaging lessons they plan to create, and I remember the excitement I once felt 

creating those lessons. Now, I cannot help but feel sad and concerned. How will the 

implementation of potentially over-promised and under-delivered commercially produced 

programs impact these teacher candidates? Will my experience of limited autonomy and scripted 

lessons be a reality for them? Will they ever get the rush of excitement from a texting-facilitated 

PLT planning session on using Ludacris’ performance as a teaching tool?  

Defining Commercially Produced Scripted Programs 

Financial and political pressure from federal and state departments of education to meet 

expected targets on high-stakes testing bore the need for curricular programs that would align 

instruction with standards and increase student growth and proficiency in math and reading 

(Stevens & Bean, 2007; White, 2012). Educational publishing companies, K-12 non-profits, and 

for-profit businesses saw an opportunity to gain capital and influence by offering all-inclusive 

curricular programs. 

Publishing companies use the term “curricular programs,” yet educators and scholars use 

additional terms that reflect their perspective: scripted curricula, commercial reading programs, 

prescribed curriculum, standardized curriculum, managed instructional systems, and mandated 

curriculum. Current scholarship utilizes the term scripted curricula to mean “curricular materials 

or pre-packaged lesson plans that explicitly script out exactly what the teacher will say, show, 

and do—and often even how students are expected to respond—so that the teacher only need 

read from a manual in order to deliver the lesson” (Fitz & Nikolaidis, 2019, p.195). The phrase 

managed instructional system, a term borrowed from the corporate world, is used to describe all-
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inclusive curricula programs that provide pacing guides, directions for instruction, student 

activities, texts, and supplemental material (White, 2012). Prescribed curriculum is a term 

meaning the “expectations or requirements regarding content, pedagogy, and assessments and 

curriculum constraint as the perception of having insufficient freedom to make decisions about 

content, pedagogy, and assessments” (Kauffman, 2005, p. 2). Additionally, scholars use the term 

standardized curricula to refer to “a purchased curriculum containing daily objectives, lessons, 

workbooks, and textbooks, and often scripts for educators to use in daily teaching, gained 

popularity for perceived use in raising test scores” (McKellar, 2021, p.1). In some cases, 

researchers use these terms interchangeably: Smagorinsky et al. (2002) use the phrases tightly-

led curriculum, heavily scripted curriculum, and prescribed curriculum to mean a uniform 

system of instruction which “specified what instructional and assessment materials that all 

teachers should use, and in what order, for each course in the program” (p. 198). 

For this dissertation, I will use the term scripted curricula to mean a curricular program 

developed by a person or entity other than the classroom teacher in which instructional practices 

and materials are pre-determined and supplied. Drawing upon Hlebowitsh’s (2007) notion that 

curricular programs “script the conduct of teachers” (p. 28), I understand the word script to go 

beyond just the words spoken to encompass the actions and practices of teachers as well, thus 

making the term scripted curricula applicable to all areas of teaching.  

Wake County Public School’s Adoption of EL Education 

Context of Teaching and Learning. Wake County is located in the metropolitan piedmont 

region of North Carolina. As a part of the Research Triangle, home to three major research 

universities and high-tech companies (Link & Scott, 2003), Wake County is a place of 

innovation and diversity.  
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Wake County Public School System (WCPSS) is the largest school district in North 

Carolina and includes the capital city of Raleigh and surrounding towns such as Cary, Wake 

Forest, and Holly Springs to name a few. In recent years, WCPSS has been in the top 15 largest 

school counties in the United States. WCPSS includes 194 schools, close to 160,000 K-12 

students (WCPSS, n.d.). WCPSS will open three new schools during the 2022-2023 school year 

(WCPSS, n.d.). The student population is diverse and grows increasingly so every year. Table 

1.1 displays the breakdown of WCPSS’s student population by race and ethnicity as well as 

additional identifying factors. Further, the table illustrates how these characteristics shifted from 

2017 to 2022. Over the last 5 years, the percentage of white students has decreased from 46% to 

44% (WCPSS, 2018, District Facts; WCPSS, 2022, District Facts).  

 Table 1.1: Wake County District Facts, 2017-2018 vs. 2021-2022 school years 

District Facts 

  2017-2018 2021-2022 

Total number of students 160,429 158, 761 

Race and Ethnicity of Students 

American Indian 420 (<1%) 392 (<1%) 

Asian 14,160 (9%) 17,403 (11%) 

Black 37,017 (23%) 35,572 (22%) 

Hispanic 28,463 (18%) 30,201 (19%) 
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Table 1.1 (Continued) 

 

Pacific Islander 187 (<1%) 179 (<1%) 

Two or More Race 6021 (4%) 6278 (4%) 

White 74,340 (46%) 69,297 (44%) 

Other factors 

Academically Gifted (grades 6-8) 8,060 (5%) 7,960 (5%) 

Students Who Receive Free and Reduced Lunch 52,501 (33%) 39,208 (25%) 

Students Identified as Limited English Proficient 13,089 (8%) 14,864 (9%) 

Students Identified as Exceptional Children (grades 

6-8) 

4,884 (3%) 4,237 (3%) 

Title 1 schools 59 61 

(WCPSS, 2022, District Facts) 

The student population of WCPSS is representative of a myriad of identities; although, 

the composition varies greatly depending on the individual school. Table 1.2 displays a portion 

of the racial identities for four middle schools in different parts of the county. As WCPSS is a 

large district, spanning from urban to rural in density, student experience is varied. Additional 

factors that influence the amalgamation of demographic features includes zoning, funding, 

opportunity for advanced placement, etc. 
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Table 1.2: Racial Disparities of Student Populations Across WCPSS, 2021-2022 School Year 

  Racial Disparities of Student Populations 

Central area middle school Asian: 4.4% 

Black: 44.2% 

Latinx: 23.3% 

White: 24.2% 

Northwestern area middle school   Asian: 48.2% 

Black: 6.8% 

Latinx: 6.7% 

White: 34.2% 

Southwest area middle school Asian: 4.1% 

Black: 10.7% 

Latinx: 13.2% 

White: 67.9% 

Western area middle school Asian: 3.4 % 

Black: 26.1% 

Latinx: 27.6% 

White: 37.1% 

(WCPSS, 2022, District Facts) 

Developing a Critical Lens. It is necessary to acknowledge the racial tension present 

throughout the history and development of WCPSS. The racial, cultural, and linguistic 

demographic statistics are representative of a myriad of identities and experiences. Therefore, it 

is imperative that our curricula take a critical look at the representation we are privileging.  

Formed in 1976 as a merger between Wake County School System and Raleigh Public 

Schools, WCPSS was created in the midst of desegregation in the South (Chen, 2019). School 

enrollment numbers were determined by racial quotas, the population could not be less than 15% 

Black or more than 45% Black (Samuels, 2019). This system of enrollment by racial quota 

remained in effect until 2000 (Samuels, 2019). Although the county transitioned to student 
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assignments based on socioeconomics, racial conflicts continued. In 2010, the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People and other concerned groups filed a 

complaint with the US Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights citing the district’s 

discipline’s policies discriminate against Black students (Hui, 2016). In response, WCPSS 

implemented new programs and policies, including “encouraging schools to use out-of-school 

suspensions sparingly and, instead, find in-school alternatives” (Hui, 2016, p.2). WCPSS 

reported that these measures resulted in a decrease of 34% of suspensions of Black students 

between 2010 and 2016 (Hui, 2016).  

Going forward, diversity and equity has been a topic of conversation within WCPSS. In 

2020 resolution, the Board of Education publicly recognized their diverse population as a 

valuable resource, “. . . the student population in WCPSS is culturally, geographically, 

economically, racially, and ethnically diverse, and this diversity is a valuable resource for 

teaching students to live and thrive within a global community” (Project Nexus, 2020, p.11). 

Acknowledgement of the county’s history with race related incidents and the stated commitment 

to equitable learning for all students has driven recent curricular decisions.  

History of Standards in WCPSS. Historically, North Carolina has guided ELA instruction 

through the use of learning standards (Wagner, 2014). Counties were able to choose the specific 

ways to implement the North Carolina Standard Course of Study (NCSCOS). The standards for 

the core subjects (ELA, math, science, and social studies) were reviewed and revised every five 

years (Wagner, 2014). While preparing for the 2010 revision, the state revision team noted their 

standards were generally in alignment with the CCSS (Wagner, 2014).  

State leaders thus saw an opportunity to align standards and improve their rating by 

applying to receive government financial support through Race to the Top (RTTT) funding. 
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North Carolina was awarded $400 million from RTTT (Public Schools First NC, 2014; Wagner, 

2014). This led to replacing the NCSCOS with the new CCSS (Public Schools of North Carolina, 

n.d.). WCPSS spent three million dollars to train staff on the new curriculum (Leslie, 2014). 

Although there was potential for academic improvement, as indicated by the report, the CCSS 

was not well received by all.  

Educational community members had strong feelings for or against the curriculum, with 

teachers and parents on both sides of the argument. Some critics were displeased that “private 

groups, like the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, helped fund the development of the standards 

without adequate input from teachers” (Public Schools First NC, 2014, para. 11). While 

proponents of the curriculum appreciated the “support a system of national standards like the 

Common Core because it provides a way to equally measure performance in each state” (Public 

Schools First NC, 2014, para. 16). The loudest voices were those of discontent, who in 2014 

prompted the general assembly to pass a law to remove the CCSS (WakeEd, 2020).  

The Adoption of EL Education. After the state repeal of the CCSS, North Carolina and 

WCPSS returned to a revised NCSCOS that included college and career ready standards. 

WCPSS provided teachers with CMAPP, a county-developed curriculum pacing guide, but 

teachers still needed to create their own units and lessons. Teachers were left to determine the 

rigor and alignment to content-skills and standards in their lessons as strict adherence to the 

pacing guide was not required. Some teachers were able to craft their own materials that met the 

standards while also meeting the needs of the unique students in their classroom (e.g. students 

with specific learning needs, cultural and linguistic identities). Other teachers merely 

downloaded and/or purchased curriculum materials from platforms such as Pinterest and 

Teachers Pay Teachers (Brown, 2018; WakeEd, 2020). This resulted in a lack of consistency 
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across the county and consequently, uneven achievement by students on the end-of-grade 

standardized tests. WCPSS responded by conducting an internal audit of ELA teachers’ 

effectiveness with shifting to the new standards (Brown, 2018).  

Utilizing a walkthrough rubric from TNTP, an education consulting company, a team of 

district administrators evaluated lessons from 250 classrooms for student engagement, high 

quality texts, comprehension, and critical thinking (Brown, 2018; WakeEd, 2020). From the 

analysis, WCPSS claimed to find misalignment between instruction and the new standards. Brian 

Kingsley, the former assistant superintendent for academics, explained,  

It was pretty glaring how big of a gap there was between what teachers were 

using, what they had access to, and what was truly standards-aligned and 

rigorous. Our standards across the country really elevated with the Common Core, 

but, at the same time, we had a recession. So, unfortunately, curriculum budgets 

bottomed out just as we were raising expectations for teachers and kids. (Brown, 

2018, para. 5) 

 

In addition to revealing “weaknesses” in the literacy curriculum, the audit highlighted WCPSS’ 

struggle to support teachers’ professional learning of the new literacy standards and practices 

(Avins et al., 2019). Cathy Moore, WCPSS superintendent, spoke about the impact the perceived 

lack of professional knowledge,  

They [teachers] were going out and picking things that they felt were appropriate 

for their students… It was providing not only an inconsistent landscape for our 

kids all across the district, but one that we could not guarantee as viably being 

standards-aligned and rigorous and what our kids needed. (Hui, 2019, p.3) 

 

This statement highlights WCPSS’s three primary concerns: A lack of equality across schools in 

the district, a lack of alignment to newly shifted standards, and the quality of instruction. These 

concerns warrant critical attention, however, their focus on these three concerns did not actively 

address all of the pressing challenges that WCPSS teachers and students were facing on a daily 

basis. Such obstacles included overcrowding in schools (NC Reportcard, n.d.) , recession-related 
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budget restrictions (Brown, 2018) (e.g. lack of funding for new materials and facility updates), 

socio-economic gaps (Samuels, 2019), influx of emerging bilingual students (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2022), shifting districting lines for school, cross-county bussing to fulfill 

county desired socioeconomic balance (Samuels, 2019; WCPSS, 2014 ), racist disciplinary 

practices (Hui, 2016), low teacher pay (WCPSS, 2013), and teacher attrition (Strauss, 2015).  

It is critical that we acknowledge the valid concerns with curriculum and lack of 

uniformity and equity across the district, but we must also work to mitigate the myriad of other 

factors impacting student learning. Ultimately, WCPSS leaders chose to address their three 

primary concerns by purchasing a scripted curriculum, essentially oversimplifying the challenges 

schools were facing, reducing them to a matter of the need for high-quality materials (Allen & 

Seaman, 2017; UConn Reading & Language Arts Center, 2022). A committee composed of 

district leaders, teachers, principals, parents and community members were formed to examine 

commercially-produced ELA programs that were standards-aligned using the following criteria 

(Brown, 2018):  

1)    Culturally responsive 

2)    Compatible with the existing learning management system and student info systems 

3)    Cost 

4)    Alignment with district’s strategic plan which focused on student centered, deeper 

learning practices 

 This committee evaluated the programs using ratings on EdReports.org and Student 

Achievement Partner’s IMET tool (Brown, 2018; Park, 2017). The ELA/Literacy IMET was 

developed to help educators determine if instructional materials are aligned with the major 
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features of the CCSS (Student Achievement Partners [SAP], 2016). The tool rates material using 

“non-negotiable alignment criteria” (SAP, 2016):  

1. Anchor texts are worthy of students’ time and attention: texts are of quality and are 

rigorous, containing rich academic language, meeting appropriate complexity criteria for 

each grade. (p.5) 

2. Materials provide opportunities for rich and rigorous evidence-based discussions and 

writing about texts to build strong literacy skills. (p.9) 

3. Materials provide opportunities for rich and rigorous evidence-based discussions and 

writing about texts to build strong literacy skills. (p.13) 

WCPSS’ criteria required a program that fore-fronted cultural responsiveness, but the IMET did 

not evaluate programs for this aspect.  

After evaluating several programs, the adoption team chose to purchase EL Education’s 

ELA open-source curriculum for third through eighth grades. WCPSS positioned the adoption of 

an open education resource not only as a cost-effective measure, but one that would support the 

profession (Park, 2017). The money traditionally spent on new textbooks could now be used on 

training and enhancing professional learning. During the first year of the adoption, WCPSS spent 

$1.5 million on professional development training tied to the new curriculum (Brown, 2018; 

Park, 2017).   

The Implementation of Scripted Curricula 

Scripted ELA curricula are present in middle schools across the United States (e.g., 

Texas, California, New York, Florida, Tennessee, North Carolina, etc...) (Blaszcyk, 2021; 

Crocco & Costigan, 2007; EL Education, n.d.; Ladson-Billings, 2017; Rigell et al., 2022). 

Currently, there are over 52 products on the market focused on secondary ELA core instruction 
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(EdReports.org, 2021). School systems purchase and implement these programs with the belief 

that they will bring transparency, coherence to the subject, ensure standards alignment, 

strengthen skills, and bolster test scores, and support the needs of learners (Demko, 2010; Ede, 

2006; Milner, 2013). 

Scripted programs are attractive to school districts for the potential transparency they 

provide. Fitz and Nikolaidis (2020) suggest, “scripted curriculum theoretically could increase 

transparency by enabling any interested party to access the material. This could give parents a 

window into exactly what is happening within the classroom on a daily basis...” (p. 202). District 

leaders regard commercially produced programs to provide equitable access, as students can 

obtain the same materials, resources, and content regardless of the school they attend or where 

they live (Milner, 2013; Smagorinsky et al., 2002; White, 2012). Additionally, school systems 

believe these programs will provide teachers with less ambiguity on course content and pacing 

(Eisner, 2002). Achinstein & Ogawa (2006) contend,  

advocates for instructional policies that specify standards, curriculum, and 

pedagogy argue that such policies provide teachers with greater certainty about 

what and how to teach which raises the quality of instruction, improves student 

achievement, and thus, promotes equity across education settings. (p. 31) 

 

Proponents believe that by using scripted programs, teachers will understand what and how to 

teach (Kaufman et al., 2017; Milner, 2013). The belief is especially prominent in low-performing 

and socioeconomically disadvantaged schools where commercially produced ELA programs 

have prominence (Ede, 2006; Milner, 2013) as “misaligned teacher-produced lessons” are 

considered to be the catalyst for low test scores (Hattori, 2018). Additionally, school 

administrators and district leaders believe pre-packaged lessons can provide a scaffold for 

teachers with insufficient teacher training (e.g., alternatively trained and licensed teachers), who 
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make up a higher percentage of the teaching staff at Title 1 schools (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; 

Kavanagh & Fisher-Ari, 2017). 

Districts overwhelmingly adopt scripted ELA curriculum as a means of adhering and 

aligning to state standards (Allen & Seaman, 2017). Edu-businesses design programs such as 

SpringBoard, EL Education, and EngageNY to translate the Common Core State Standards into 

practice with explicit instructions for implementation (Grecu, 2021), in an attempt to eliminate 

opportunities for misalignment and serve as a remedy for success. Furthermore, school districts 

claim to utilize prescribed ELA programs to provide high-quality and rigorous ELA lessons 

(Delgado, 2005; Kaufman et al., 2017; Hattori, 2018; Poston et al., 2010; Westat, 2008). 

Additionally, school districts have implemented commercially produced ELA curricula to 

promote students’ literacy growth on standardized tests. Blaszcyk (2021) found that middle 

school students who engaged with a prescribed program for two years had higher reading 

proficiency gains than their peers who learned through a teacher-generated literacy curriculum. 

Edu-businesses such as EL Education promote their product as a service that attends to the whole 

child. The company website states, “Partnering with EL Education gets results for schools and 

districts: students become engaged readers of complex text, English Language Learners succeed, 

students eligible for free or reduced-priced meals make huge gains, students become motivated 

to produce high-quality work” (EL Education, n.d., Case Studies). EL Education supports its 

claims with testimonials from satisfied teachers and administrators and data from independent 

research groups such as Mathematica Policy Research and EdReports.org. For example, New 

York’s Ripley Central School District saw an increase in “economically disadvantaged students 

meeting or exceeding proficiency in ELA from 19% to 29%” after two years of using EL 

Education’s product (EL Education, n.d., By the Numbers). Similarly, in Escondido, California, 
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Conway Elementary saw a 27-point gain in ELA scores two years after partnering with the 

company (EL Education, n.d.). 

District administrators also purchase scripted ELA curricula to support students with 

specific learning needs. Intervention programs such as Read 180 and Inside have been 

implemented with secondary ELA students to support and strengthen vocabulary growth, reading 

comprehension skills, fluency, and phonemic awareness (Chapman & Elbaum, 2021; Rakestraw, 

2013; Teja, 2014). Similarly, scripted programs such as High Point are implemented to support 

the improvement of language minority students’ academic, social, and functional language skills 

(Osorio-Arzate, 2008). 

However, numerous scholars have raised concerns over how these commercially 

produced materials impact both students and teachers (Costigan, 2018; Demko, 2010; Dresser, 

2012; Ede, 2006; Hodge, 2019; Kang, 2019; McKellar, 2020). One of educators’ primary 

concerns is that scripted curricula operate under the false assumption that all students come to 

school with the same knowledge and skills (Kang, 2019). From the perspective that no two 

students are alike, scholars argue that no curriculum produced outside the classroom and school 

community can meet the needs of every student (Demko, 2010; McKellar, 2020; Root 2015). 

Programs created outside the local school setting are also thought to lack cultural relevance, that 

is, connection connect students’ lived experiences (Husband & Kang, 2020; Muhammad, 2020). 

Thus, scripted programs conflict with the foundations of culturally responsive pedagogy. A 

culturally responsive teacher, according to Gay (2010) “validate[s] every student’s culture, 

bridging gaps between school and home through diversified instructional strategies and 

multicultural curricula” (p.38). In a study examining the Milestone Curriculum, participants 

reported the lessons were incompatible with culturally relevant pedagogy. The teacher-
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participants reported they felt student engagement was low because the curriculum was not 

relevant to students’ lived experiences (Benegas, 2019). Furthermore, community building is an 

important aspect of culturally relevant learning, Benegas (2019) found that due to the rigidity of 

the curriculum authentic connection building was unattainable. 

Students affected by poverty and students of color are disproportionately targeted by the 

implementation of these programs due to their teachers’ inability to affirm their identities 

(Darling-Hammond, 1997; Ede 2006; Kavangh & Fisher-Ari, 2017). Moreover, scholars contend 

that scripted curricula promote a white supremacist master script (Benegas, 2019; Ladson-

Billings, 1998; Rigell et al., 2022; Thomas & Dyches, 2019), distorting, omitting, and 

stereotyping the voices of Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC). In a study examining 

the Wit and Wisdom K-8 ELA curriculum through a discourse analysis of the anchor texts, Rigell 

et al. (2022) found the curriculum upholds white-dominant narratives in three specific ways: 

erasing the presence of people of color altogether (e.g., author and character representation), 

including stories that belong to people of color but are written by white authors, and using color-

evasive language (Rigell et al., 2022). These findings reveal the systemic racism that is 

perpetuated in the curriculum.  

Critics are also concerned with the impact scripted programs have on educators. 

Autonomy and decision-making processes are limited, often at the expense of what is best for 

students (Costigan, 2018). Educators feel their professionalism, preparation, and training are in 

question when they cannot make their own curricular decisions (e.g., lessons and activities, 

classroom décor and setup, procedures, practices, etc.) (Crocco & Costigan, 2007; Demko, 

2010). Control-oriented policies can deprofessionalize the field as they can conflict with the 

conceptualization of teachers as professionals (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; Apple, 1995; 



18 

 

McNeil, 2000). Crocco and Costigan (2007) found that new teachers are negatively impacted by 

the implementation of scripted curricula, writing “their personal and professional identity 

development thwarted, creativity and autonomy undermined, and ability to forge relationships 

with students diminished” (p. 513).     

Moreover, the potential for surveillance and micromanagement leave teachers reeling in 

distrust. This is particularly evident in low performing schools. Title I schools are motivated to 

adopt commercially produced “science-based” curricula as it grants them eligibility to receive 

federal funding (Demko, 2010; Ede, 2006; Tyrrell, 2010). Consequently, federal funding and 

bolstered test scores come at the cost of teacher freedom and their ability (e.g., the availability of 

time and professional support, etc.) to consider and select the most appropriate curricular 

materials to motivate and engage every individual student. Instead, schools value monitoring 

pacing and strictly enforcing adherence to the curriculum (Carl, 2014; Kavanagh & Fisher-Ari, 

2018). 

The Continuum of Advocacy: From Silent Advocacy to Advocacy that is Assertive  

Scripted curricula places educational community members at odds with one another in 

two distinct ways: 1) the curriculum company and teachers/students, and 2) the school system 

and the teachers. In the first instance, the curriculum company (i.e., the writers, developers, 

editors, board members etc..) not only decide how the content of ELA should be taught (i.e., the 

pedagogical practices), but what is worth knowing. Of critical importance, is the understanding 

that company’s decisions communicate whose perspective is worth centering and celebrating. In 

the second dynamic, the school district holds power as they make the purchasing decisions. 

Teachers must comply with their choice or risk losing their jobs.  
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Hesitant to risk losing their employment, many teachers feel unable to stand up for 

themselves and their students. Teachers want to enact change but are afraid of taking on the 

penalties associated with job loss, (Benegas, 2019) and job security should not be taken lightly 

(Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006). Teachers’ ability to argue for change is stifled by educational 

policies and programs that aim to control and thereby limit debate on instructional practice 

(Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006). In a study of two novice teachers who publicly challenged their 

district’s adoption of the Open Up curriculum, Achinstein & Ogawa (2006) found that the 

resistance enacted was rooted in professional principles. Although the focus teachers knew 

retribution was possible, their professional training and beliefs outweighed their fear of losing 

their jobs. By teaching outside of the curriculum, their students thrived and made growth on their 

state standardized tests (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006). Unfortunately, though, neither teacher 

returned after their second year. One did not have their contract renewed and the other left for 

another district with less restrictive practices.  

Even though there is a threat of professional isolation or even termination, there is 

evidence of teachers taking on advocacy roles. When teachers serve as advocates they use their 

professional knowledge and classroom experience to take action and show support for a practice, 

issues or cause (Roberts & Siegle, 2012). Specifically, teachers can assume the role of an 

advocate: 1) by advocating for themselves and their autonomy, and/or 2) advocating for their 

students (i.e., a curriculum that supports all learners). In the context of mandated use of 

commercially produced programs, advocacy takes the form of a continuum, from silent advocacy 

to advocacy that is assertive.  

Silent advocacy. Most teachers’ enactments of advocacy take the form of silence. These 

teachers quietly take action within their classroom. Silent actions include replacing a mandated 
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text with teacher made materials (Carl, 2014; Perttula, 2017), including supplemental text to 

deepen a topic (Kang, 2016), or avoiding teaching the scripted lessons at all (Eisenbach, 2012). 

Assertive advocacy. In the middle of the continuum are those teachers who feel 

comfortable speaking out publicly against the county decisions; this mostly takes place through 

social media such as Twitter and Facebook groups. In a private Facebook group, Badass 

Teachers Association, educators use the space to vent about scripted programs such as EL 

Education’s sister company, EngageNY. For example, in 2013, a post asking if anyone had 

experience with the program and company started a long thread of complaints. One member 

shared that the curriculum was “not user friendly” and “riddled with errors'' (i.e., missing 

content, misspelled words, grammar mistakes) (Badass Teachers Association, 2013, para. 7). 

Another commented the lessons were “developmentally inappropriate” citing the use of sixth 

grade social studies vocabulary and content being used in second grade lessons (Badass Teachers 

Association, 2013, para. 8). 

Other teachers feel comfortable voicing their concerns in digital spaces, such as Twitter, 

that grant viewing rights and opportunities for interaction to the public. Searching “scripted 

curricula” yields a plethora of tweets. In one example, Brian Kissel, a high school teacher, shared 

his experience with scripted curricula over 20 years ago:   

I remember teaching in the 90s and early 00s in Jax, FL. The 

prescribed, scripted reading curricula was rampant in urban schools with high 

populations of students of color, while the suburban, predominately white 

schools used a more balance, literature based approach. 

  

I sat in classrooms where students of color were literally snapped 

at as part of the curriculum, children read from the same books in unison, and 

the books themselves never reflected the children reading them. The curriculum 

imposed on children stripped them of choice and voice. 

  

So, while I understand the frustration of some parents parenting 

children with dyslexia (I’m one of them), the answer is not a “one size fits 
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all '' scripted program for all. These programs tend to be written by those who 

don’t take into account culturally responsive practices. (Kissel, 2019) 

 

Kissel’s concerns over the negation of culturally responsive practices is still a concern with 

today’s programs. On March 25th, 2022, EdReports.org tweeted an article entitled Three 

Misconceptions about High Quality Instructional Materials with the caption,  

Teachers spend 7–12 hours per week searching for and creating instructional 

resources. That is time teachers do not have to spare. Access to great materials 

means that teachers can focus on doing what they do best: getting students excited 

to learn. (EdReports.org, 2022)  

 

The article and accompanying tweet positioned lesson planning as a time-consuming 

chore. Teacher, Jose Rodriguez responded,   

OOF. As a public school teacher, I could not disagree more. The lessons that I 

create, based on standards and with the core curriculum as a resource, are far 

more engaging than the largely scripted and prescriptive lessons. Ask the students 

which they prefer. Not even close! (Rodriguez, 2022)  

 

Rodriguez voiced what so many teachers feel, the loss of autonomy and creativity in lesson 

planning. Actions such as this, set an example and empower other teachers to use their voices to 

fight for their profession. 

Advocacy that is assertive. Cuthbertson (2014) posits “at its heart, authentic advocacy 

rooted in the needs of your students or school community can transform challenge into solutions, 

and complaints into celebrations” (para. 13). In this light, and on the far end of the continuum, 

teachers act to not only disrupt, but transform. For example, teachers in the Minneapolis Public 

School (MPS) District called to end the school system’s contract with Reading Horizons after 

finding evidence of racial stereotyping and gender bias in the curriculum (Lahm, 2015). Two 

teachers and a community member authored a petition calling the district to not only end the 

contract with the company but “put an end to the purchasing of expensive scripted curriculum 

based on test scores along with the paradigm of replaceable educators and students as numbers” 
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(Webster et al., 2015, para. 5). The written refusal included a petition that received 904 

signatures from concerned teachers, community members, social workers, parents, and 

guardians. MPS purchased Reading Horizons’ phonics curriculum for 1.2 million dollars but 

after the circulation of the petition and continued protest from teachers, the district terminated 

the contract (Lahm, 2015). 

Similarly, in Boston Public Schools (BPS) after the purchasing of the Great Minds’ ELA 

curriculum, Wit and Wisdom in first through sixth grades, over thirty faculty members of the 

Mission Hill School protested the implementation. In a letter to the board, the teachers expressed 

their concern after participating in the initial professional development. After looking at the 

curriculum they found “only 39 of the 174, or 22% were written by people of color” (Schoolyard 

News, 2020, para 5.) Further, they found the lessons and materials preserve harmful stereotypes. 

According to Schoolyard news (2020), “Many of the units, including ‘Here Come the Redcoats’, 

‘The American West,’ and ‘Narrating the Unknown,’ perpetuate harmful dominant narratives of 

history while excluding marginalized voices and exacerbating systemic injustices that BPS 

students have been facing for generations.” (para. 7) The teachers at Mission Hill School not 

only identified the issue but offered a solution for better-practice in their letter. They proposed 

the implementation of American Reading Company’s ELA curriculum that is often used by 

bilingual schools and centers texts by people of color. In response to the teacher protests, BPS 

granted schools the opportunity to choose a different curriculum (Schoolyard News, 2020). 

Despite these efforts, scripted programs continue to be enticing to school boards and 

district administrators for their perceived ability to provide transparency, accountability, and 

stability. School leaders must consider if these benefits genuinely outweigh the impacts that 
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mandating teachers to teach the script has on teachers professionally and personally as well as 

students academically and personally.  

Statement of Problem 

Although educators and scholars have raised concerns over commercially produced 

curricula for decades (Costigan, 2018; Delandshere, 1996; Demko, 2010; Dresser, 2012; Ede, 

2006; Hodge, 2019; Kang, 2019; McKellar, 2020; Smagorinsky et al., 2002), school systems 

continue to purchase and implement these programs. This continued implementation is 

problematic as scripted curricular programs have a history of privileging white normative values 

(Rigell et al., 2022), therefore not attending to the rich culturally and linguistically diverse 

student populations present in today’s classrooms.  

Current scholarship surrounding EL Education focuses on the EL Education school 

model or the implementation of the curriculum in the elementary setting. Presently there is a lack 

of empirical research on the EL Education middle school ELA curriculum. This dissertation 

evaluated the grade-level materials from sixth, seventh, and eighth grade to understand how the 

EL Education curriculum is constructed, positions the teaching of ELA, and reflects the lived 

experiences of students, if at all. 

Purpose Statement and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to examine EL Education’s middle school ELA curricular 

program that is currently in use in over 400 schools across the United States. This study 

evaluated the materials and content of the curriculum to identify potential benefits and 

challenges to EL Education’s method for teaching ELA. Further, I examined the curriculum 

critically to understand how it is composed and to what extent the culturally and linguistically 

diverse backgrounds of students are present within curriculum materials.  
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1)    How does EL Education curriculum position the teaching of middle school English 

Language Arts? 

2)    What perspectives are positioned within the curriculum? 

a)     Are there lived experiences that are privileged? If so, whose are omitted?  

b)    Are there voices that are centered? If so, whose voices are omitted?  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter introduces the study by identifying the problem, purpose, and research 

questions. Chapter II provides a comprehensive review of the literature related to the history of 

ELA curriculum and standardization, education reforms, and scripted curricula. Chapter III 

provides detailed descriptions of the methodology utilized and how the study was conducted. 

Chapter IV discusses the findings, and chapter V gives an overview of the impact of the study 

through discussion, implications, and recommendations for future research. 

Definition of terms 

The following key terms are used throughout the study:  

Commercially produced curriculum/materials: The term is used to describe curriculum and 

materials that are produced by an organization (e.g., non-profit, for-profit corporation, publishing 

company). These organizations may be funded by a grant or earn profits from the purchase of 

their materials. For example, Expeditionary Learning began as a start-up in connection with the 

Harvard Graduate School of Education and received funding from the New American Schools 

federal Initiative (EL Education, n.d.). StudySync was developed by the publishing company 

McGraw-Hill and is a for-profit organization. 

Educational community members: This term will be used to describe individuals who have an 

interest in what happens in schools, school districts, or education as a whole. To further define 
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this term, I look to the National Council of Teachers of English’s definition “Members of an 

educational community include constituents inside and outside an educational organization (i.e., 

a school), such as parents, local citizens, administrators, teachers, students, nonprofits, 

businesses, and local colleges/universities” (NCTE, 2021, p. 6).  

 

Education reforms: Methodology, organizations, and/or legislation with the goal of changing 

public education (e.g., Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, No Child Left Behind, 

Social-Emotional Learning, etc...)  

  

EL Education: A subsidiary of Expeditionary Learning, EL Education is a K-12 non-profit 

publisher of open-education resource curricula. EL Education offers a comprehensive program 

for daily core instruction in ELA in grades kindergarten through eighth grade.  

  

English Language Arts (ELA) curriculum: A course of study focused on students’ 

development of language and of reading, writing, speaking, and listening through interacting 

with multiple modes of texts (NCTE, 2006).  

 

Scripted Curricula: Curricular programs produced by entities outside of the classroom and 

school space. These include instructional materials such as lesson plans, assessments, texts, and 

resources. Predominantly these programs are developed by a company for profit, although there 

are several programs generated as open-resource materials. The programs have also been 

referred to as standardization curriculum, prescribed curriculum, and managed instructional 

system.  
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For this dissertation, I will use the term “scripted curriculum” to refer to a curricular 

program developed by a person or entity other than the classroom teacher in which instructional 

practices and materials are pre-determined and supplied. Drawing upon Hlebowitsh’s (2007) 

notion that curricular programs “script the conduct of teachers” (p. 28), I understand the word 

script to go beyond just the words spoken to encompass the actions and practices of teachers as 

well, thus making the term scripted curriculum applicable to all levels of teaching. 

  

Standardization: Standardization in education operates under the assumption that if all students 

are exposed to the same set of learning conditions (e.g., instruction, directions, content), they will 

have the same level of knowledge (Latta, n.d.). Standardization ranges from grading practices to 

flexible curriculum guides to scripts for teacher talk.  

 

White normative values: The understanding that over time white traditions, attitudes, and 

beliefs have been normalized and considered standard practice within society (Morris, 2016). 

Examples of white normative values include 1) the ideal family unit consists of a father, mother, 

and two children. The father is the provider, and the mother takes care of the household, 2) the 

only immigrant experience is that of European immigrants. 
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 

Procedures for Literature Review  

As this study examined a commercially-produced scripted ELA curriculum, the review of 

relevant literature focused on four areas: 1) defining curriculum, 2) the study of ELA, 3) 

understanding scripted programs, and 4) the influence of scripted programs on ELA. I used the 

following questions to guide my inquiry and build understanding during the literature review 

process: 

1. How are curricula defined? What factors influence the curriculum taught in schools? 

2. How is the subject of ELA defined? How has it developed and changed over time? 

3. What is the history of standardization? How has this influenced ELA teaching and 

learning? 

4. What is the relationship between textbook companies and education? 

5. How are scripted ELA programs structured? What do they include? How are they 

marketed? 

6. What scripted ELA programs are currently available? 

7. How have scripted ELA programs shaped the teaching and learning of ELA? 

To answer these questions, I began my search by considering the work of notable scholars in the 

field of English Education, curriculum and instruction, and policy. In the field of English 

Education, I looked at the work published on the topics of ELA curriculum and/or 

standardization within the field. Some of these scholars include Alexander and Fox (2004), 

Applebee (1974/1993), Costigan (2019), and Smagorinsky(1996). Similarly, I drew upon the 

work of scholars such as Crocco and Costigan (2007), Demko (2010), Ede (2006), Hodge 
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(2014/2019), Milner (2013), and Zacher Pandya (2011/2104) to understand policy, educational 

reforms, standardization, and scripted programs. 

To further expand my inquiry, I conducted a search using key journals in the field. To 

focus on curriculum and education reforms, I drew on key journals in the field, such as the 

Journal of Curriculum and Instruction, Educational Leadership, and Journal of Educational 

Policy. In the field of ELA education, I drew on the key journals of Research in the Teaching of 

English, Journal of Adult and Adolescent Literacy, English Education, and Journal of Literacy 

Research. When looking for articles related to scripted curricula in the ELA classroom, I pulled 

from journals associated with the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) such as The 

English Journal and Voices from the Middle. These journals provided scholarship specific to the 

ELA and the middle school experience.  

I used the search terms displayed in Table 2.1. In addition to searching the terms 

independently, I also searched these terms in conjunction with the terms "ELA," "literacy," 

"English," and "middle grades” to find literature related to my focuses that were both general and 

specific to ELA.  

Table 2.1: Literature Search Terms 

Standardization and 

Ed Reforms 

Scripted Curricula Curricula 

Education reforms 

No child left behind 

Standardization of 

education 

Scripted curriculum/a 

Prescribed curriculum/a 

Standardized curricula  

Mandated curriculum/a 

EL Education 

EngageNY 

Expeditionary Learning  

Springboard 

myPerspectives 

Literacy theory ELA curriculum 

Influences on ELA curriculum 

Development of Curriculum 

Influence of textbook companies 

Curricula and textbook companies 
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A cursory look at the articles surrounding scripted curricula revealed several themes. First, many 

relevant studies are based in the elementary setting. Second, numerous studies pertain to 

supplemental and intervention programs rather than daily core instruction. Finally, a large 

portion of relevant scholarship focused not on specific commercially-produced programs but on 

standardization in general, strict adherence to the CCSS, or standardization through the use of the 

literary canon. As I sought to understand the impact of curricular programs on the secondary 

mainstream ELA classrooms, I narrowed the search to a more manageable set of texts by using 

the following criteria,  

1. The study took place in a public secondary school in the United States 

2. The program was used for daily core instruction  

3. The scripted curricula were a part of the study's focus  

4. The study focused on using a commercially produced curricular program(s). 

These boundaries yielded seven focal studies that provided examples of specific commercially-

produced programs in secondary ELA classrooms.  

In addition to reading relevant and available scholarship, I examined eight popular 

programs to understand better the scripted ELA curricula available for purchase: AmplifyELA, 

ARC Core, EL Education, EngageNY, HMH Into Literature (HMH), myPerspectives, 

SpringBoard, and Study Sync ELA. I chose programs from the EdReports.org website based on 

1) connections to current scholarship, 2) connections to the current study, and 3) connections to 

significant textbook publishing companies. Examining these curricula served two purposes: 1) to 

understand the components of scripted curricula, thus providing a rationale for their purchase, 

and 2) to see how these programs position the teaching of the subject of ELA. After determining 

the list of programs, I created a chart to capture my notes and recorded information on the 
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following areas: company information (e.g., notable board members, revenue status, connections 

to other companies), products (e.g., Intervention programs, daily core instruction, supplemental 

programs), materials/features included, sample lessons, alignment to standards (CCSS) or 

research used to develop curriculum, and marketing strategies. I accessed the company’s website 

to retrieve information available to the public.   

Literature Review: Scripted Curricula and ELA   

Defining Curricula  

Eisner (2002) contends that “the curriculum of a school, or a course, or a classroom can 

be conceived of as a series of planned events that are intended to have educational consequences 

for one or more student” (p. 31). Curricula communicate to educational community members, 

such as administrators, parents, and students, what is essential and expected for teaching and 

learning (Kauffman et al., 2002). These organized instructional plans typically include activities, 

practice, and readings that engage learners with necessary knowledge and skills in a particular 

subject area (Jobrack, 2012; Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). Furthermore, curricula are meant to 

support students beyond their K-12 schooling experience as it “sets forth that body of knowledge 

and skills that our children need to grow into economically productive and socially responsible 

citizens” (American Educator, 2010, p. 2). For the purpose of this dissertation, I drew upon 

Eisner’s (2002) notion as I defined curricula as a set of planned learning segments guided by a 

purpose, aim, or goal.  

Progressivism was a vital education movement that shaped curriculum development in 

the United States. Progressivism in education is rooted in the conception of human experience 

and intelligence and social reform (Eisner, 2002). A curriculum framed through the progressivist 

understanding centers on students' needs, experiences, and interests. Dewey (1899), an early 
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progressivist, believed in an interdisciplinary curriculum and expounded the benefits of cross-

curricular learning rather than learning content in isolation. The progressivist lens of curriculum 

development still has prominence today in classrooms framed in student-centered learning. 

In schools, the explicit, implicit, and null curricula are present in three ways (Eisner, 

2002). Explicit curriculum is the selected course of study set by the teacher, school district, or 

state board of education. The explicit curriculum is deliberately designed and consists of the 

topics and skills learned as well as the instructional materials used for learning. The implicit 

curriculum is the lessons that are not intentionally included in the course of study. This 

curriculum is learned both consciously and unconsciously through the structure of school and 

classroom routines (e.g., expectations, values, cultural rules, class ethos). The null curriculum is 

the subjects or topics not covered within the course of study. These omissions can be intentional 

or due to implicit bias or social prejudices. The current study sought to understand the null 

curriculum set forth by commercially-produced curricular programs, such as EL Education’s 

middle school ELA program. 

The choice of what is included in the explicit curriculum is not as simple as choosing 

which content and skills to teach our students. Curricula are never neutral (Vasquez et al., 2019); 

politics, biases, and power structures are present within the choice of what and how to teach. 

Giroux and Simon (1984) posited, “curriculum represents an expression of struggle over what 

forms of political activity, orders of representation, forms of moral regulation, and versions of 

the past and future should be legitimized, passed on, and debated in specific pedagogical sites” 

(p. 231). With the ability to validate or invalidate certain lived experiences and histories, 

curricula play a powerful role in shaping students’ content knowledge, but more importantly, 

who they are as humans and how they interact with the world in a broader context. Thus, 
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curricula have been debated and scrutinized by parents, politicians, government entities, school 

leaders, teachers, and education researchers (Eisner, 2002; Hess, 2022; Tedesco et al., 2013). 

The Study of ELA  

ELA is the study of language and literacy, a curriculum that has traditionally centered 

around the modes of language: reading, writing, listening, and speaking. CCSS define reading, 

writing, and speaking as the root of ELA instruction (National Governors Association, 2010). 

While there is no agreed-upon definition of the content area among scholars and educators, the 

study of ELA has always operated in some form as a “tripod, consisting of language, writing, 

and literature” (Heller, 2019, para. 9). Historically, there has been tension among teachers over 

the balance of the tripod; some teachers lean heavier on reading instruction, while others focus 

their attention on writing (Heller, 2019). In 1996, two influential literacy and English 

organizations, the International Reading Association (IRA) and NCTE, jointly published a set of 

content standards to guide ELA teaching. The standards were based on three core beliefs,  

1. Standards are needed to prepare students for the literacy requirements of the 

future as well as the present. Changes in technology and society have altered 

and will continue to alter the ways in which we use language to communicate 

and to think. Students must be prepared to meet these demands. 

2. Standards can articulate a shared vision of what the nation's teachers, literacy 

researchers, teacher educators, parents, and others expect students to attain in 

the English language arts, and what we can do to ensure that this vision is 

realized. 

3. Standards are necessary to promote high educational expectations for all 

students and to bridge the documented disparities that exist in educational 

opportunities. Standards can help us ensure that all students become informed 

citizens and participate fully in society. (pp. 2-4) 

 

Although the standards attempted to offer coherence to the field, the guidelines were met 

with mixed reviews by educators. Zorn (1997), a teacher educator, found the standards to 

be lacking and uneven in their approach to visual language and real-world writing 



33 

 

opportunities. High school English teacher Burke (1996) appreciated the flexibility of the 

standards,  

Vagueness is essential, though. We do not live in a homogeneous society where 

one curriculum will fit all. And yet, all roads must lead to the same destination: 

the graduation of fluent, effective writers and readers who can engage in 

meaningful social dialogue about politics, social issues, and stories while also 

demonstrating their mastery of skills necessary to succeed in today’s workplace 

(para. 7).  

 

Currently, scholars and professional organizations work to move the discipline from 

focusing on the standard requirements to include a social justice perspective, encompassing the 

shifting landscape and ever-developing demands on literacy.  As critical scholars, Morrell & 

Scherff (2015) viewed the content area as a discipline that can prepare students to be engaged 

citizens who use language and literacy to speak truth and power. The National Council of 

Teachers of English’s (NCTE) recent update to standards for preparing ELA preservice teachers 

reflected a similar justice lens, 

NCTE believes that the issues of justice, equity, and diversity are central to the 

teaching and learning of ELA... The standards focus on elements such as 

understanding the unique way students learn, utilizing a variety of resources to 

plan relevant lessons, reflecting on their own experiences, and using feedback 

from others to inform their approach, among others. (2021, para 1) 

 

These new shifts considered the need to prepare teacher candidates to understand the 

multifaceted nature of reading, writing, and communicating. The current study sought to 

understand if commercially-produced programs reflect alignment to learning standards and the 

new shifts to social justice-oriented practices.  

Shifts in the Study of ELA. Without a validated or widely agreed-upon definition for the 

content area, the goals of ELA have shifted over the years, fluctuating between a focus on 

skills-based competencies and authentic reading and writing experiences (Mills & Unsworth, 

2016). At the start of the nineteenth century, ELA curricula focused on grammar and 
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composition in literature to prepare students for college (Heller, 2019; Lindstrom, 2018). This 

standardization of what to teach gave unity to the subject area and provided a working 

curriculum for teachers with little preparation to teach ELA (Lindstrom, 2018). In 1920, 

standards shifted away from university entrance requirements to implementing a required 

reading list. This shift elicited mixed feelings; some teachers, such as John L. Haney (1922), 

worried the continued standardization would produce unremarkable students. He wrote, “[the 

shift] put joy into the heart of the English teacher who is no longer compelled to ram 

unappetizing literary fare down the throats of unwilling young Americans... continuing down 

the path of standardized book lists and curricula connotes uniformity, which. . . in education, at 

least . . . is likely to be the handmaiden of mediocrity” (p. 218). A basic skills approach to ELA 

also framed the early part of the century, which positioned literacy as “A body of universally 

applicable reading and writing skills, rather than as a set of social practices that varies according 

to the changing needs of groups and communities” (Mills & Unsworth, 2016, p. 622).  

In the 1970s, school systems implemented “teacher-proof curricula” to align with 

objectives set by state boards of education (Eryaman & Riedler, 2010). Designed by curriculum 

experts outside of the local school community, these programs were “cookbook” style so that 

any teacher using one would have the same results (Eryaman & Riedler, 2010). In a teacher-

proof curriculum, “the goals (why), content (what), and the methods (how) of instruction were 

prescribed for teachers within self-contained sequenced lessons” (Eryaman & Riedler, 2010, 

p.2). ELA Lessons in a teacher-proof curriculum focused on a functional literacy approach, 

emphasizing skills to operate within community spaces (e.g., the workforce) (Applebee, 1993; 

Mills & Unsworth, 2016). While intended to provide a vital toolkit to educators, developing a 

teacher-proof curriculum resulted in significantly reduced teacher autonomy and the ability to 
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choose classroom resources and materials. Educators such as literacy scholar Denny T. Wolfe 

(1982) worked to fight against these tightened measures. He called for school districts to restore 

teacher autonomy and recognize their craft as professionals. Wolfe (1982) worried the use of 

outside materials would emphasize route test-taking strategies instead of preparing students to 

“negotiate with the world” (p.66). 

Influences on ELA Curricula, 

The teaching of ELA and the development of ELA curricula have been influenced by 

literacy theory, historical events, education reforms, and censorship. These influences are shown 

in Figure 2.1 and will be further developed in this section to show how these external influences 

shaped the current ELA curriculum. 

 

Figure 2.1: Influences on ELA Curricula  

 



36 

 

Literacy Theory. The literacy theory of New Criticism argued texts must be considered a 

part of their context, and understanding was achieved using close reading techniques. New 

Criticisms discouraged individual interpretations of the text, rather believing the texts hold the 

central meaning (Luke, 2014; McLeod & Vasinda, 2008). New Criticism theory was present in 

ELA classrooms for the better part of the 20th century as the approach to teaching literature 

(Jancovich, 1992). 

On the opposite end of the spectrum from New Criticism was the literacy theory of 

Reader-Response. Rosenblatt (1968) believed that during the reading process, meaning is co-

constructed as the reader draws upon their lived experiences and beliefs to interact with the 

text.  In transactional theory (as known as Reader-Response theory), readers adopt a stance while 

reading texts; this position influences their transactions with the text and reading process (Lapp 

& Fisher, 2010; Rosenblatt, 1968). During the efferent stance, the purpose of reading is to take 

away information, while reading the aesthetic stance stirs personal ideas and feelings 

(Rosenblatt, 1968). While students must engage in both stances during a reading experience, the 

aesthetic stance is critical as students will not comprehend the meaning fully if they cannot 

emotionally connect (Rosenblatt, 1968). 

More recently, the literacy theories of New Literacies and Multimodal literacy have 

influenced the teaching of ELA as they “foregrounded the need to seriously rethink the 

constitution of conventional literacy curricula” (Mills & Unsworth, 2016, p. 621). During the 

inception of New Literacies, the New London Group (1996) defined two principle aspects of 

literacy, 1) literacy needs to account for cultural and linguistic diversity, and 2) literacy must 

account for the burgeoning variety of text forms associated with multimedia technology. 

Children and adolescents consistently shift between text experiences at home and school that 
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require different cognitive mapping and information processing skills (Ajayi, 2011). New 

Literacies theory considers the skills necessary to engage with these different texts. Multimodal 

literacy refers to the skills of integrating and manipulating the relationships among different 

modes of multimedia such as images, texts, animations, and audio to establish meaningful 

communication (Yeh & Tseng, 2020). Multimodal experiences often come in real-world texts 

such as Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, and Facebook. Where users incorporate words, images, 

sounds, and spatial arrangements to create a multimedia post (Mills, 2010). 

Historical events. As the United States entered World War II, ELA teachers harnessed 

the power of literature to inspire and comfort those back at home. In this “wartime” curriculum, 

standards moved away from prescribed book lists to focus on reading literature that would 

strengthen morale (Culberston, 2013; Lindstrom, 2018). In 1966, the federal government became 

heavily involved in public schooling. The tight hold on public education began when the Soviet 

Union launched Sputnik in 1957. The public attributed the loss of the space race to the United 

States’ education system, questioning if current reading instructional practices effectively 

prepared students (Alexander & Fox, 2004; Kliebard, 2004). To keep pace with the Soviets, the 

US government pushed for more rigorous academics, especially in science and math. The 

National Defense Act of 1958 provided schools funding in content areas the government deemed 

would create an academically stronger American society (e.g., math, science, engineering, 

foreign language) (Kliebard, 2004). This was a pivotal time in American education as it began 

privileging certain subject areas over others, a trend that will continue into the current context.  

Education reforms. Throughout modern schooling, education reforms and policies have 

influenced the subject of ELA. Kliebard (2002) compared the presence of education reforms and 

policies to a pendulum swinging, “nothing but a series of backward and forward movements 
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with, in the end, everything remaining in place” (p.1). In this section, I explain the pendulum 

shifts of education reforms and policies over the last sixty years. 

 In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson instituted the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) as a part of his “War on Poverty” (Meyer, 2013). His goal was to provide 

equal learning opportunities for all students and close the “skill gap” in reading, writing, and 

math that he felt was present in students who attended low-socioeconomic rural and urban 

schools (Farkas & Hall, 2000). ESEA provided funding for programs to raise the achievement 

levels of students who needed additional support (e.g., students with disabilities, learning 

difficulties, poverty, or emerging bilinguals) (Meyer, 2013). Every 12 years, ESEA has been 

reauthorized (Meyer, 2013). In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education 

published A Nation at Risk, claiming America’s schools were failing. The report details the 

perceived shortcomings of public schools, citing issues such as declining test scores and the 

inability of students to draw inferences. Further, the authors were concerned with the broader 

impacts of the report’s findings, “The educational foundations of our society are presently being 

eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a nation and as a people” 

(The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 9).To mitigate these issues, the 

authors included 38 recommendations in the categories of standards and expectations, time, 

teaching, leadership, and fiscal support (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 

1983).  

The report faced criticism from the public. For instance, Goodlad (2003) argued that the 

report overemphasized the link between student achievement and the national economy. Others 

suggested that the report focused on the high school classroom and students (Peterson, 2003), 

and that it did not provide citations for the statistics included (Berliner & Biddle, 1995).  
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Although the report undoubtedly had weaknesses, the publication started a conversation 

on school accountability (Weiss, 2003). Over the last forty years, accountability has continued to 

influence practices in education. In 2001, ESEA became No Child Left Behind (NCLB), an act 

that mandated high stakes testing in the subjects of math and reading (Hodge & Benko, 2014). 

The focus of the NCLB was to eliminate reading inequalities and ensure that all students would 

read on-grade level by the third grade (Ede, 2006). States were required to create a set of 

standards and a way to measure student mastery through yearly testing (Hodge & Benko, 2014). 

School districts have encouraged teaching practices that focus on the skills and content included 

in state testing, commonly referred to as “teaching to the test,” to meet growth and proficiency 

goals and avoid federal sanctions (Ede, 2006; Hodge & Benko, 2014). 

Along with NCLB came federally funded programs such as Reading First, a grant 

initiative created to encourage states to adopt research-based reading programs and curricula 

(Powell et al., 2017). Reading First posits that effective reading instruction must include the 

following components: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension 

(NCEE, n.d.). Adopted programs had to address all five components (NCEE, n.d.). Reading First 

was not well-received by professional education organizations. For example, NCTE took a fierce 

opposition against the program, arguing, 

We believe the Reading First Initiative is potentially harmful to children for 

several reasons:1) individually unique children suffer when they are subjected to a 

national, single, uniform model of reading instruction, 2) children are deprived of 

sensitive, responsive precision in teaching when a rigid methodology is imposed 

on teachers, and 3) teaching that is based upon a limited, inadequate research base 

risks miseducating children about reading. (2002, para. 3) 

 

Similarly, some teachers took issue with the initiative. In a dissertation study focused on 

teachers’ perceptions of implementing the Reading First initiative, Houston (2009) found the 

program hurt the academic progress of low achieving students. Additionally, teachers, reported 
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a lack of flexibility and instructional decision making, limiting their professional judgment and 

autonomy. 

In 2010, the CCSS initiative provided the nation’s first-ever common reading and math 

standards (Hodge & Benko, 2014). The initiative's purpose was to provide unified expectations 

of what every student should know and do by the end of each grade level (CCSS, 2021). The 

CCSS outlined literacy learning in reading, writing, speaking, listening, and language (CCSS, 

2021). Moving away from practices that resulted in “teaching to the test,” the CCSS aimed to 

provide students with authentic experiences that promote critical thinking (Hodge & Benko, 

2014). As of 2021, 42 states, four U.S. provinces, and the District of Columbia have adopted the 

CCSS (CCSS, 2021).  

Although the CCSS aimed to unite the teaching of subjects such as ELA, the 

development was contentious. The membership of the committee to write the standards primarily 

featured testing company representatives and only a fraction of educators, “The Common Core 

standards were marked by the absence of public participation, transparency, or educator 

participation” (Strauss, 2014, para 16.) Another point of contention was the unfounded 

instructional shifts, such as the increase in nonfiction reading. The standards stated that a 

yearlong curriculum should feature fifty percent fiction and fifty percent nonfiction, which many 

teachers felt was an arbitrary number. In a speech published by the Washington Post, education 

historian Dianne Ravitch shared, “The numerical demands for 50-50 or 70-30 literature vs. 

informational text should be eliminated. They serve no useful purpose, and they have no 

justification” (Strauss, 2014, para. 40). 

More recently, the 2015 ESEA reauthorization replaced NCLB with the Every Student 

Succeeds Act (ESSA). ESSA mandated public schools provide a quality education for all 
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students, especially minoritized and marginalized students (Lee, n.d.). Further, the policy 

continued requirements such as annual state testing in ELA and math in third through eighth 

grades, further placing prominence on school accountability measures. As with previous 

adoptions of curriculum reform, teachers reported skepticism about ESSA’s ability to provide 

positive change for schools, and many called for more educator input in state policy development 

(Will, 2017). 

Censorship. ELA teachers, in particular, have historically dealt with concepts of 

censorship and book banning. Yet, the 2021-2022 school year brought a renewed emphasis on 

control of curriculum and content taught in schools. Outside entities, composed of concerned 

parents and legislators, sought to censor teachers, school practices, and curriculum, voicing their 

opposition at school board meetings across the country (Cramer & Grullon Paz, 2021; Greene, 

2022; Mangan, 2022; Pen American, 2021). The focus of their attack are curricula and texts that 

feature controversial issues such as race, gender, and sexuality, specifically texts that “mirror the 

lives of those who are gay, queer, or transgender, or that tell the stories of persons who are 

Black, Indigenous, or persons of color have surfaced” (American Library Association, 2022, 

para. 1). The American Library Association (2022) found “729 challenges to library, school, and 

university materials and services in 2021, resulting in more than 1,597 individual book 

challenges or removals. Most targeted books were by or about Black or LGBTQIA+ persons” 

(para. 3). For example, Pennsylvania’s Central York County school district banned hundreds of 

books, films, and articles from classroom use, citing the materials made students feel guilty 

about their race or threat of indoctrination (Cramer & Grullon Paz, 2021). Similarly, in a new 

state law, Texas teachers are prohibited from including texts in their classroom that might cause 

students to feel “discomfort, guilt, anguish, or any other form of psychological distress” about 
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their racial identity (Hixenbaugh, 2022). Many of the books banned feature and celebrate diverse 

perspectives and experiences. Hair Love by Matthew Cherry does not feature themes of critical 

race theory but instead the story of an African American father doing his daughter’s hair every 

morning. 

The McMinn County School Board in Tennessee banned the esteemed and well-awarded 

graphic novel Maus from the eighth-grade ELA curriculum due to concerns over profanity and 

female nudity (Mangan, 2022). Not only was this unwarranted, as the characters took the form of 

mice, but the book was banned on Holocaust Remembrance Day. 

NCTE warned of the danger this scrutiny and censorship places on the profession, 

stating, “teachers’ very ability to do their job is under threat” (NCTE, 2022, para. 2). Teachers' 

criminal and civil penalties if found to be noncompliant with state legislation were of further 

concern. By the spring of 2022, 38 states had bills pending or approved to ban or prohibit 

teaching “divisive issues” such as critical race theory or LGBTQ topics (Greene, 2022; Pen 

America, 2021). For example, in Oklahoma, a bill was submitted to the state senate to allow 

parents to sue a teacher for contradicting religious beliefs (Greene, 2022). Under West Virginia's 

newly signed house bill 2595, teaching critical race theory, communism, Maoism, or Marxism 

can lead to professional discipline and the parental right to sue (Greene, 2022).  

Curricula and Publishing Companies: A Symbiotic Relationship 

From the establishment of public schools in the early nineteenth century, publishing 

companies have played an essential role in framing curricula. Horace Mann, known as the 

"father of American education," was a major force behind establishing unified school systems 

(Carleton, 2009). Mann advocated for standardizing schools and creating state school boards 

(Jobrack, 2012). These state boards began to fund local schools. Local schools used the money 
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from the State School Boards to purchase instructional materials, such as textbooks, through 

privately owned publishing companies such as Pearson (established in 1724), Houghton Mifflin 

(established in 1832), and McGraw Hill (established in 1888) (Jobrack, 2012; Stevens & Bean, 

2007). State school boards set the standards, and the publishing companies chose the topics to be 

covered, sequenced the lessons, and established how to present and assess the content (Applebee, 

1974).  

Instructional materials came in two formats, the basal and supplemental materials. The 

basal were comprehensive core instructional materials intended to meet the standards of a given 

subject area. Supplemental materials supported the basal by expanding on topics, themes, or 

ideas not adequately covered (Jobrack, 2012). Early textbooks were skills-based, with rote 

memorization exercises of definitions, rules, facts, and spelling (Jobrack, 2012). Additionally, 

the textbook did not require the supervision or input of a trained teacher. 

In the twentieth-century, textbook materials came to reflect changes in student 

populations and school structures, government legislation, and state standards. Textbook 

developers adapted their materials to meet a growing, diverse population's needs. With an influx 

of immigrants, high schools aimed to prepare effective vocational workers. When schools began 

offering courses in both college-bound and vocational tracks, publishing companies expanded 

their inventory to reflect the new available courses (e.g., home economics, Latin, engineering 

etc.). Additionally, these products provided new Americans with insight into American culture; 

for example, the Dick and Jane series by Scott Foreman provided a model of suburban life 

(Jobrack, 2012). 

Another influence during this time was education reforms. ESEA (1965) offered funding 

opportunities to support school districts in areas such as technology integration, professional 
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development, special education, and low socioeconomics. Here, publishers saw an opportunity to 

expand their line of products by creating instructional materials to help school districts secure 

funding offered by the legislation (e.g., developed professional development materials to address 

the needs of Title II) (Jobrack, 2012). 

Additionally, the school boards of Texas, California, and Florida heavily influenced the 

decision-making of publishing companies during this time. As state adopters with large student 

populations, winning a contract with the state education departments in Texas, California, or 

Florida brought companies a significant income. Thus, publishing companies would develop 

their products based on the standards of those states (English, 1980). The products created to 

align with Texas, California, and Florida were available nationally, imposing their state’s views 

in states across the country; “In practice, Texas, California, and Florida set our curriculum, and 

most other school systems go along” (English, 1980, p.277). 

In recent years, textbook publishing companies have continued to play a significant role 

in classrooms across the United States. In 2020, the New York Times analyzed eight commonly 

used American history books in California and Texas (Goldstein, 2020). The textbooks selected 

were published in 2016 or later and are implemented widely in eighth and eleventh-grade 

classrooms across the United States (Goldstein, 2020). The analysis found that although the 

textbooks covered the same topics, the content varied depending on the beliefs of the states’ 

policymakers, 

The textbooks cover the same sweeping story, from the brutality of slavery to the 

struggle for civil rights. The self-evident truths of the founding documents to the 

waves of immigration that reshaped the nation. The books have the same 

publisher. They credit the same authors. But they are customized for students in 

different states, and their contents sometimes diverge in ways that reflect the 

nation's deepest partisan divides. Hundreds of differences -- some subtle, others 

extensive – emerged. (Goldstein, 2020, p.1) 
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Discrepancies were found from word choice to the origins of historical events, 

A California panel asked the publisher McGraw-Hill to avoid the use of the word 

"massacre" when describing 19th-century Native American attacks on white 

people. A Texas panel asked Pearson to point out the number of clergy who 

signed the Declaration of Independence, and to state that the nation's founders 

were inspired by the Protestant Great Awakening. (Goldstein, 2020, p.2) 

 

Further, the texts differed in their included topics. LGBTQ issues (e.g., Stonewall uprising, 

AIDS crisis, debates over marriage rights) were restricted from Texas textbook materials, while 

California editions include the contributions of LGBTQ and disabled Americans under Governor 

Brown's 2011 FAIR Education Act (Goldstein, 2020). 

           The New York Times posits that publishing companies base the content on two factors 1) 

the state social studies standards and 2) feedback from state panelists. California's panel 

members were educators selected by a prominently Democratic State Board of Education 

(Goldstein, 2020). Conversely, the panel members selected by a Republican-dominated State 

Board of Education included educators, parents, business owners, a Christian pastor, and a 

politician (Goldstein, 2020). 

In the age of commercially-produced curricular programs, textbook companies have 

found a new opportunity to expand their revenue by offering all-inclusive curricular programs. 

Many programs examined in the next section are subsidiaries of popular textbook publishers, 

such as Pearson, Houghton Mifflin, and McGraw Hill.  

Scripted ELA Programs  

The use of scripted ELA programs by textbook and education companies is widespread 

but vary significantly in their quality, frequency, and impact on teacher autonomy. 

EdReports.org, an instructional material evaluation company, provides yearly assessments on 

commercially produced curricula. Currently, on the EdReports site, there are evaluations of 36 
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middle school programs (EdReports.org, 2021). Between the programs Study Sync, 

myPerspectives, and AmplifyELA, over 49,500,000 students currently engage with commercially-

produced ELA curricula (Amplify, 2021; McGraw Hill, 2021; SAVVAS, 2021). Allen and 

Seaman (2017) convey the magnitude of adopting a commercially-produced program, “a single 

adoption decision by a single school district has the potential to impact what thousands of 

students are taught and learn” (p. 3). 

Funded by the Babson Survey Research Group, Allen and Seaman (2017) surveyed K-12 

district administrators to understand better school districts’ process for selecting curriculum 

materials. The researchers surveyed district administrators from 548 school systems in 48 states 

and the District of Columbia. The survey results revealed the most important factors in choosing 

a program were 1) comprehensive content, 2) the ability to work with existing technology, and 3) 

cost (Allen & Seaman, 2017). The cost of a program was one of the most important decision-

making factors among districts with high rates of children in poverty, 52% of districts with low 

socio-economic needs rated cost as a critical factor (Allen & Seaman, 2017). Most notable from 

the findings was the revelation that for a majority of the school districts, their decision to adopt a 

new commercially-produced program was driven by the belief that the current materials no 

longer meet current standards, not by the characteristics of potential alternatives (p.3). 

From their survey, Allen and Seaman (2017) found the most popular company among 

their participants was Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (46%), followed by Pearson (42%) and 

McGraw Hill (40%). EngageNY, EL Education’s sister company, was only implemented by 14% 

of the reporting school districts, but as an open education resource was twice as likely to have 

been selected among districts with over 25% of their population (aged 5-17) living in poverty 

(Allen & Seaman, 2017).  



47 

 

Traditionally, school districts form an adoption team composed of teachers, district-level 

administrators, principals, and parents/guardians (Allen & Seaman, 2017). The adoption team 

decides on criteria and chooses three to five programs to evaluate and examine the curriculum 

lessons and materials through an instrument such as a rubric and sometimes a short pilot period 

(Allen & Seaman, 2017). Some states are restricted in their choice of programs and can only 

choose from a pre-approved state list. Additionally, school districts relied on the information 

provided by the evaluations conducted by EdReports, choosing programs with high rubric 

ratings.  

Dr. Rachael Gabriel, a professor of Literacy Education at the University of Connecticut, 

recognizes EdReports' one-of-a-kind service but cautions against solely relying on the site’s 

information for decision-making. Gabriel (2022) reminds us that “like any tool, EdReports is not 

neutral” (UConn Reading & Language Arts Center, 2022, 0:52), and warns of the potential for 

bias as the company develops the evaluation tool and decides what is important enough to 

include. The EdReport rubrics look at 1) Text Quality and Complexity and Alignment to 

Standards with Tasks Grounded in Evidence, 2) Building Knowledge with Texts, Vocabulary, 

and Tasks, and 3) Instructional Supports and Usability (EdReports.org, 2022). The rubrics, and 

subsequently EdReports, value text complexity and quality. This is communicated through the 

absence of the rubrics that account for the presence of diversity or culturally responsive 

pedagogy. Additionally, this gatekeeping restrains some programs from ever being considered. 

Programs that allow a teacher or student choice are rated with a lower score because the texts are 

not there to be scored (UConn Reading & Language Arts Center, 2022). Gabriel explains that 

this low rubric causes school systems to not even think twice about these programs.  
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A Closer Look at Scripted ELA Programs 

This section aims to synthesize current scripted ELA programs. An overview of the 

programs evaluated is displayed in Table 2.2. The section begins with a summary of the features 

included in the scripted programs. This section concludes with a description of how these 

programs position the teaching of the subject of ELA. 

Table 2.2: Overview of Programs  

Program  Company  Publication date of 

latest edition  

Grade 

Span  

Open Education 

Resource 

AmplifyELA Amplify  2019 6-8 No 

ARC Core 

  

American Reading 

Company 

2017 K-12 No 

HMH Into 

Literature 

Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt 

2020 6-12 No 

EL Education Expeditionary 

Learning 

2019 K-8 Yes 

EngageNY Expeditionary 

Learning 

2016 P-12 Yes 

myPerspectives 

  

SAVVAS (formerly 

Pearson) 

2017 6-12 No 

SpringBoard College Board 2021 6-12 No 

Study Sync McGraw Hill 2021 6-12 No 

 

Summary of Programs. Textbook companies are for-profit entities whose primary goal is 

to market and sell their product (Jobrack, 2012). Consequently, companies only survive if they 

create a usable product that will fill the districts' needs and do so effectively. These 

commercially-produced programs leverage their ties to state and local education departments, 

teachers, and literacy scholars to gain credibility among teachers and school districts. Five 

programs, ARC Core, AmplifyELA, EL Education, SpringBoard, Study Sync, posit their 
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curriculums are developed "by teachers for teachers," while others tout their connections with 

big-name education and literacy theorists, (e.g., Kylene Beers, Kelly Gallagher, Carol Jago, 

Gloria Ladson-Billings, Ernest Morrell).  

Curriculum companies offer various levels of service that can be purchased. The eight 

curriculums examined offered three programs: daily core instruction, intervention programs, and 

supplemental programs. The daily core instruction programs are developed as either thematic 

modules or units and provide instruction for the entire school year. While many companies 

require the curriculum program's purchase to access materials, EL Education and EngageNY 

offer an Open Educational Resource (OER) curriculum (EL Education, n.d.; NYSED, n.d.). OER 

curricula provide free access to all materials (e.g., lesson plans, assessments, tests), allowing all 

stakeholders to view and obtain resources without a paywall or password (Banks, 2013). The 

baseline features included in all eight curricula are curriculum maps, teacher guides, student 

workbooks, assessment and performance tasks, and support (e.g., technical, content, or 

professional development). Program-specific features included video tutorials, digital libraries 

for independent reading, materials and resources for supplemental activities, studying 

compatibility with Google Suite, and tools for feedback.  

A common thread among the programs examined is an alignment with the CCSS. EL 

Education, AmplifyELA, and ARC Core center their lessons around CCSS (ARC, 2021; Amplify, 

2021; EL Education, n.d.). The NYSED contracted EngageNY to develop a curriculum program 

to support the implementation of ELA CCSS (NYSED, n.d.). SpringBoard is more ambiguous 

about its standard alignment, stating its lessons feature "college and career-ready standards and a 

range of custom state standards" (College Board, 2021). HMH, myPerspectives, and Study Sync 

do not include language about standard alignment in their marketing materials. 
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Curriculum publishers gain the trust of school decision-makers by promoting what they 

claim to be research-based curricula. These programs are desirable to school districts seeking 

federal funding by implementing scientifically-based programs. Publishing companies present 

research in two ways, 1) the use of research-based theory and pedagogy to develop curriculum, 

and 2) research conducted on program evaluation. AmplifyELA utilizes research from the 

National Middle School Association to develop inquiry-based learning, "quests" (performance 

tasks), and text selection tailored to the interests and needs of middle school learners (Amplify, 

2021). Additionally, AmplifyELA and EL Education base their reading instruction on the science 

of reading (Amplify, 2021; EL Education, n.d.).  

Several of the programs share the research conducted on the effectiveness of their 

curriculum. ARC Core and AmplifyELA present results from EdReports, both achieving "all 

green" (meets expectations) in every grade level (ARC, 2021; Amplify, 2021. As Demko (2010) 

found, most research on curricular programs is independent studies conducted at the company's 

expense. HMH shares data from independent research conducted by Beck Evaluation and 

Testing Associates (HMH, 2021). Similarly, myPerspectives presents a white paper reporting 

research by the external evaluators JEM&R, who investigated the program's effectiveness during 

the 2016-2017 school year (SAVVAS, 2021).  

ELA Pedagogy. The eight programs examined focus on reading, writing, listening, 

speaking, and critical thinking skills through differing approaches. AmplifyELA draws upon 

Vygotsky and the Zone of Proximal Development to frame their ELA curriculum. Each lesson 

provides eight to ten minutes of direct instruction followed by collaborative and independent 

practice (Amplify, 2021). EngageNY, EL Education, and myPerspectives use a backward design 

where all lessons and activities lead to the end of module performance tasks (NYSED, n.d.; EL 
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Education, n.d.; SAVVAS, 2021). Additionally, myPerspectives understands the teaching of 

ELA through the NCTE's (2013) definition of what readers and writers should be able to do (e.g., 

technology proficiency, problem-solving collaboratively, creating, critiquing, and analyzing 

multimedia text, etc.) (SAVVAS, 2021).  

Each program centers its learning segments around a whole-class anchor text. These 

anchor texts, primarily works of fiction, are paired with informational texts, poems, short stories, 

etc., to support the theme or topic. The programs promote their text selections as complex and 

engaging as well as high-interest and relevant. Several standard texts were among the programs 

(see Appendix A: Anchor Texts in Scripted ELA Curricula for a complete list). Popular titles in 

the middle school programs include The Lightning Thief by Rick Riordan, Bud, Not Buddy by 

Christopher Paul Curtis, Farewell to Manzanar by James D. Houston, and A Midsummer Night's 

Dream by William Shakespeare. Study Sync and myPerspectives believe in pairing classic text 

with contemporary and multi-genre choices: "How do you make a 400-year-old text relevant? 

Tie in media, blogs, films, and multimedia. Have debates, explore a graphic novel!" (SAVVAS, 

2021, myPerspectives ELA Curriculum). Furthermore, myPerspectives continuously updates its 

anchor texts to offer what it considers "the most current and relevant titles'' (SAVVAS, 2021, 

Novel Choices). 

Writing instruction is a central component of all eight curriculums. AmplifyELA believes 

that "reading and writing are best taught together" (Amplify, 2021, The Research Behind the 

Program); thus, lessons integrate reading and writing activities. Each unit integrates the writing 

program Writer's Express, a "highly tested" method of instruction, which promotes consistent 

writing experiences (Amplify, 2021). myPerspectives holds a similar view on the relationship 

between reading and writing, "Reading makes us better writers. Conversely, let us not forget that 
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the opposite is also true" (Gallagher, 2015 as cited in SAVVAS, 2021, Research Base). 

Integrated writing experiences are embedded throughout the lessons and connect to the anchor 

text (SAVVAS, 2021). ARC Core, AmplifyELA, EngageNY, and EL Education utilize mentor 

texts to model writing best practices and analyze the author's craft (ARC, 2021; Amplify, 2021; 

NYSED, n.d.; EL Education, n.d.). For each writing assignment, HMH offers four levels of 

scaffolded prompts to meet the needs of all students. These scaffolds include sentence starters 

and populated graphic organizers (HMH, 2021). In addition to traditional multi-paragraph 

essays, SpringBoard, myPerspectives, and AmplifyELA afford students opportunities to create 

multimodal products (SAVVAS, 2021;).  

EL Education, EngageNY, and AmplifyELA teach ELA through blended learning, where 

students engage with content through digital platforms and traditional classroom practices. 

Additionally, the curricula assert that learning targets will not be compromised if technology is 

unavailable (EL Education, n.d.; NYSED, n.d.; Amplify, 2021). myPerspectives takes a student-

centered approach, giving students ownership of learning experiences (SAVVAS, 2021).  

A predominant critique of scripted curricula is the impact on teacher autonomy (Demko, 

2010; Costigan, 2018). Strict adherence to prescribed programs often robs ELA classroom 

teachers of making decisions based on their students' academic, social, and emotional needs, as 

their job is to “execute the commercial, scripted program without making adjustments” (Demko, 

2010, p.62). Further, limited autonomy and flexibility restrict a teacher’s ability to “delving 

deeper, encouraging creativity, and asking critical questions within the content” (Kang, 2016, 

p.43). Several of the programs examined address this concern in their advertising materials and 

promote ELA teaching in a flexible approach. On its website, SpringBoard states that its 

curriculum is a flexible framework where "units and resources can be used as needed" (College 
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Board, 2021). Similarly, myPerspectives asserts that "teachers are given the flexibility to meet 

the needs of students' individual goals, styles, and preferences" (SAVVAS, 2021). Each unit has 

two to three trade book suggestions with lessons and assessments in their curriculum overview, 

allowing teachers to pick an anchor text most relevant to their students. HMH explicitly states 

their curriculum "… gives teachers a clear teaching path but doesn't dictate how they teach. It 

gives teachers multiple ways to work with texts and point-of-use support for fine-tuning them to 

use with different kinds of students and situations" (HMH, 2021, Research and Results); teachers 

can choose from suggested texts or their personal favorites. 

The curricula examined provide support so students with specific learning needs 

(specifically targeting emerging bilinguals and struggling readers) can access the content 

equitably. Teacher manuals include suggestions for differentiation, including scaffolded readings 

and assignments (EL Education, n.d.; EngageNY, n.d.; AmplifyELA, 2021; ARC, 2021; 

McGraw Hill, 2021) StudySync supports students with specific learning needs in their ELA 

learning in several ways. Students with disabilities can access curriculum content through 

assistive and adaptable technology (high-contrast interface, screen-reader support, the platform is 

accessible without a mouse) (McGraw Hill, 2021). Additionally, EL Education and Study Sync 

attend to students' social and emotional needs through embedded lessons and skill-building 

opportunities (McGraw Hill, 2021).  

HMH, myPerspectives, and EL Education teach their ELA curriculum through lenses that 

honor and celebrate the experiences and backgrounds of all students. Culturally responsive 

pedagogy is at the core of HMH's lessons and units; their website states, "your classrooms are 

rich with students representing a wide range of cultures. They need to be able to see themselves 

and their experiences reflected in the literature they read and content they study" (HMH, 2021, 
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About). myPerspectives uses a lens of diversity and equity to frame their ELA curriculum, "We 

support teachers in creating classroom environments that encourage student voice and elevate 

diverse perspectives; foster student agency by providing students choices in how they learn; and 

build inclusive spaces where differences are celebrated as assets" (SAVVAS, 2021, Equity & 

Inclusion in Learning). EL Education holds a similar view, but broadens their stance to include 

anti-racist pedagogy, "the current education system is broken—promising limitless possibilities 

while perpetuating deep inequities. We believe in an anti-racist education that equips every child 

with the knowledge, skills, and passion for creating a more equitable and just world" (EL 

Education, 2021, Who We Are).  

The Influence of Scripted Programs on ELA  

Research around scripted ELA curricula predominantly lies in the elementary school 

setting with studies focused on: teacher self-efficacy (Fange & Lamme, 2004; Valencia et al., 

2006), teacher perceptions and experiences (Powell et al., 2017; Sturm, 2019; Timberlake et al., 

2017), development of teaching style (Brittner, 2014), effects of specific programs (e.g., Open 

Court, Success for All) (Dresser, 2012; MacGillvrary et al., 2004), effect on close-reading skills 

(Katz & Carlisle, 2009), impact on student motivation (Applegate & Applegate, 2010), and 

specific learning needs (e.g., emerging bilinguals, early intervention, dyslexia)( Klages et al., 

2019; McIvor et al., 2016; Stillman & Anderson, 2011). Although research in middle school 

ELA classrooms is limited, the scholarship still provides meaningful insight into the teaching of 

ELA. 

Looking across the scholarship examined, scripted curricula have shaped the teaching of 

middle school ELA in several ways. First, scripted curricula have shaped secondary teachers' 

instructional practices and pedagogy. Implementing a scripted curriculum diminishes the role of 
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the teacher as a professional and decision-maker (Masuda, 2012; Stevens & Bean, 2007; Zacher 

Pandya, 2014). Teachers cannot exercise their professional knowledge; instead, the script 

dictates ELA instruction (e.g., unit/lesson themes and topics, texts, materials, supplemental 

activities, assessments, etc.) (Demko, 2010; Ede, 2006; Eisenbach, 2012; Masuda, 2012). 

             Through examining the experience of middle school ELA teachers, Eisenbach (2012) 

contends teachers assume three roles when implementing a mandated curriculum, the 

accommodator, the negotiator, and the rebel. The accommodator accepts the curriculum as is and 

adheres to the directives (e.g., decor, routines, procedures, lessons) and methods of instruction. 

Although the accommodator’s professional and personal beliefs may conflict with the 

curriculum, they set aside their “own agenda and instructional knowledge to follow the 

contractual demands placed on her by state and district initiatives” (Eisenbach, 2012, p. 155). 

Similarly, the negotiator may disagree with the curriculum, but they adapt and modify the 

required materials to meet the needs of their students. The negotiator utilizes what they like in 

the curriculum while adding techniques and ideas that fit their needs. The negotiator can remain 

true to their pedagogical beliefs "while finding a way to finagle the contractual expectations set 

upon them” (Eisenbach, 2012, p. 155). In contrast, the rebel rejects the curriculum entirely, 

opting to implement their own lessons and instructional practices.  

Masuda (2012) examined the effect of NCLB and scripted curricula on teacher identity. 

Although the teacher participants desired to implement critical literacy practices within their 

classrooms, both participants felt constrained by their mandated curriculum. Within the safe 

space of the study group, the participants interrogated and challenged the curriculum, assuming 

the identity of teacher-as-professional. However, within their school space, the participants were 

passive and took on teacher-as-technician's identity (Masuda, 2012).  
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Perttula (2017) examined the instructional process of an innovative teacher implementing 

a scripted ELA program. When the scripted program did not meet the needs of the students, the 

focus teacher amended the mandated curriculum and created her lessons and materials. The 

teacher-developed lessons that fostered critical consciousness in students, something that would 

have been unattainable if she had stayed within the confines of the mandated curriculum 

(Perttula, 2017).  

Carl (2014) explored the experience of Teach for America educators as they implemented 

a scripted curriculum. Carl (2014) found that although the scripted program guided ELA 

teaching, the teachers reported the desire for more autonomy (e.g., schedule too rigid, not 

meeting the needs of all students, teaching to the test).  

The studies conducted by Masuda (2012), Perttula (2017), and Carl (2014) revealed two 

ways scripted programs influence the instructional practices and pedagogical of teachers. First, 

although teachers report their opposition to scripted programs, many do not feel comfortable 

breaking contractual obligations. Second, to maintain innovation and creativity and exercise 

professional knowledge and craft, teachers must act as the “negotiator” or “rebel,” stepping 

outside the boundaries of the scripted program.  

            Second, scripted curricula have shaped ELA teaching by dictating the whole-class novels 

and anchor texts. Olan and Richmond (2017) investigated how two beginning secondary ELA 

teachers incorporated culturally relevant young adult literature within a scripted curriculum. The 

researchers found that the participants struggled with the dominant narrative present within the 

anchor texts dictated by the curriculum but did not feel comfortable challenging the choices 

(Olan & Richmond, 2017). After seeking guidance from their mentors, they drew upon their 

recent university coursework for strategies to incorporate culturally relevant young adult 
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literature that reflected their students' lived experiences (Olan & Richmond, 2017). Rigell et al. 

(2022) examined the Wit and Wisdom curriculum, which is utilized in middle school ELA 

classrooms. This curriculum prescribes the anchor and supplemental texts that instruction is 

centered around. Through conducting a critical antiracist discourse analysis, the researchers 

found that the main characters featured in the text were primarily white, and the curriculum 

materials as a whole reproduced a white supremacist master script.  

While Olan and Richmond (2017) highlight the absence of culturally relevant practices in 

a scripted program, Rigell et al. (2022) further highlight the danger of how a classroom teacher's 

lack of autonomy to choose that are culturally affirming can result in the perpetuation of 

systemic racism. This dissertation sought to explore if Rigell et al.’s (2022) findings apply to 

other middle school scripted programs, specifically EL Education.  

            Lastly, scripted curricula have shaped ELA teaching from multicultural and culturally 

responsive perspectives. Leichtman (2018) examined the experience of secondary ELA teachers 

as they created space for culturally responsive practices within the scripted program. Although 

the teachers achieved a culturally responsive environment in their classrooms, they did so by 

incorporating their student-centered practices (Leichtman, 2018). The teachers reported that the 

curriculum needed more diverse teaching materials to reflect the varying social and political 

perspectives (Leichtman, 2018). Similar to Masuda (2012), Perttula (2017), and Carl (2014), to 

achieve the desired results of culturally responsive practices, the teachers in Leichtman’s study 

had to work outside the scripted materials. The current study sought to expand upon the ideas put 

forth by Leichtman (2018) within the middle school setting. This expansion explored if EL 

Education’s middle school ELA curriculum provides space for culturally responsive practices 
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such as featuring the experiences and perspectives of historically and/or currently oppressed 

communities of students.  

Chapter summary  

           This chapter began with an overview of curricula, specifically focusing on how ELA 

curricula have shifted over time due to historical and societal influences. Then the chapter 

reviews education reforms, followed by a review of scripted curricula and ELA programs 

currently in classrooms today. The chapter concludes with considerations for future research to 

fill the gaps in current scholarship.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

In order to examine the phenomenon of EL Education’s middle school ELA curriculum, 

I took up a critical content analysis to consider how this commercially-produced program 

positions the teaching of the content area. Furthermore, I focused on the perspectives featured 

(e.g., cultural, racial, ethnic, social, etc..) as well as perspectives omitted or silenced through the 

curriculum texts and materials. This chapter justifies using critical content analysis as an 

appropriate methodology and provides detailed information about the process in which the study 

was conducted. The chapter begins with a review of the purpose of the study and the research 

questions. Next, I provide a review of critical content analysis as a methodology. I then discuss 

the theoretical framework that framed the study, critical literacy. In the next section, I share my 

positionality and the influence of my experiences and beliefs on my learning and teaching. The 

following section describes the data source (EL Education) and the sample (curriculum materials 

for grades six through eight). I then give a detailed explanation of the methods utilized for phases 

one and two. I conclude the chapter by describing my process to ensure trustworthiness.  

Purpose of Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to examine EL Education’s middle school ELA curricular 

program that is currently in use in over 400 schools across the United States. This study aimed to 

evaluate the materials and content of the curriculum to identify potential benefits and challenges 

to EL Education’s method for teaching ELA. Further, I examined the curriculum through a 

critical lens to understand its composition and the extent to which culturally and linguistically 

diverse backgrounds of students are represented within curriculum materials. Accordingly, this 

study addressed the following research questions:  
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1. How does EL Education curriculum position the teaching of middle school English 

Language Arts? 

2. What perspectives are positioned within the curriculum? 

a. Are there lived experiences that are privileged? If so, whose are omitted?  

b. Are there voices that are centered? If so, whose voices are omitted?  

Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative critical content analysis methodology. Content 

analysis, an adaptable research methodology for collecting and analyzing society's written 

artifacts (White & Marsh, 2006), is a systematic process that involves the examination of 

patterns of text drawing upon inductive and deductive analytical techniques (DeJulio et al., 

2021). The inductive technique creates meaning from data whereas the deductive technique 

examines data through the perspective of existing theory.  

Qualitative content analysis is implemented when researchers seek to understand a 

phenomenon by making inferences from texts and then constructing meaning from these 

interpretations within the context of the text (DeJulio et al., 2021; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; 

Krippendorff, 1980).  Hsieh and Shannon (2005) categorize qualitative analysis into three types - 

conventional, directed, and summative. A conventional approach is utilized when there is limited 

theory or research on the phenomenon. This study follows a conventional approach, as it aims to 

describe the phenomenon of EL Education’s middle school curriculum, in which there is limited 

scholarship.  

The current study is framed through the theoretical lens of critical literacy, thus critical 

content analysis is an appropriate choice. According to Beach et al., (2009), Critical content 

analysis is defined as, “the close reading of small amounts of text that are interpreted by the 
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analyst and then contextualized in new narratives” (p. 130). Given this, critical content analysis 

methodology is appropriate especially since the goal of the study was to uncover and understand 

issues of overt or covert power found within the social practice of curriculum. (DeJulio et al., 

2021; Johnson et al., 2016; Rogers, 2004).  Critical content analysis provides a systematic 

process to analyze how power and inequity are present and communicated within the curriculum. 

Furthermore, by conducting a critical content analysis, I sought to establish a foundation for 

future research. As Smith (1983) states, "we can't think critically about something we know 

nothing about." By analyzing EL Education's curriculum prior to a study focused on educational 

community members’ perceptions (e.g., curriculum developers, district administrators, 

principals, teachers, and students) I provided myself the opportunity to gain a deeper 

understanding of the context before I attempt to understand and interpret future participant 

experiences. 

Critical Content Analysis Mentors. I examined current scholarship that utilized critical 

content analysis as their methodology to understand further how critical content analysis has 

been applied to education research. I specifically chose studies relating to curriculum, standards 

evaluation, or examining the diverse perspectives featured in texts. Table 3.1 displays the focal 

studies, as well as the topic of the study.  

Table 3.1: Features of Critical Content Analysis Mentor Studies   

  Critical Content 

Analysis 

Diverse 

perspectives in 

texts 

Curriculum and/or 

standards evaluation 

Koss and Paciga (2020) X X 
 

Simmons (2015) X 
 

X 

Thomas and Dyches (2019) X 
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Table 3.1 (Continued)  

Rigell et al. (2022) X X X 

Wiseman et al. (2019) X X 
 

 

Koss and Paciga (2020) conducted a critical content analysis to examine representation 

featured in Newberry Winning titles between 1922 and 2019. The researchers framed the study 

through critical race theory, gender schema theory, and critical disability theory to uncover 

hidden messages about power dynamics and who and what are valued within society. The coding 

process was oriented through reader-response theory, recognizing that texts have multiple 

interpretations. Koss and Paciga compared their results to national statistics on today’s public-

school students. They found the books do not reflect the diverse perspectives and experiences in 

classrooms across the United States (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, and disabilities). 

Simmons’s (2015) dissertation deployed a critical content analysis methodology to 

examine a high school social studies elective on African American Studies. Simmons sought to 

understand the ways race and racism were explored in the adopted textbook and essential 

standards developed by the North Carolina State Department of Public Instruction. Simmons 

thoroughly explained how the study was framed through the tenets of critical race theory (e.g., 

the permanence of racism, colorblindness, meritocracy, whiteness as property, interest 

convergence, incremental change, and counternarratives). These tenets were present in the 

description of the problem, coding process, data analysis, and development of themes. She 

included an explanation of her process, such as the choice to include a broad definition of race, 

“I did not provide a detailed definition for race and racism as I did not want to inadvertently omit 

codes I would consider applicable to the focus of my study” (p. 56). Simmons found through her 

analysis that race and racism were not explicitly addressed in curricular materials. Additionally, 



63 

 

the data revealed when topics of race and racism were present, they were distorted, diluted, or 

decontextualized. 

Rigell et al. (2022) conducted a sub-form of content analysis, discourse analysis, to 

examine the middle school ELA curriculum, Wit and Wisdom. The researchers utilized a critical 

antiracist discourse analysis (CARDA) to understand the language and opportunities for 

discussion surrounding race in the curriculum texts and materials. The research team first 

examined the central texts and then deployed the CARDA framework to analyze the teacher-

facing and student-facing materials. The data analysis revealed that the curriculum texts and 

materials centered on whiteness and reproduced a white supremacist master script.  

Through a critical content analysis, Thomas and Dyches (2019) examined the Fountas 

and Pinnell Leveled Literacy program. In this study, the researchers explored twenty books and 

accompanying lesson scripts to understand how race was represented. The researchers utilized 

critical race theory tenets to understand how the curriculum materials endorse, perpetuate, or 

normalize racial ideologies. Thomas and Dyches included a description of how they determined 

the presence of race in the curriculum texts and lesson scripts through illustrations and language 

patterns, 

While attending to language patterns such as the inclusion of Spanish and African 

American Vernacular English and viewing skin complexions and hair textures and 

styles are not necessarily accurate means for determining race, we assumed that 

some language patterns and physical features are commonly accepted as 

associated with racial groups. (2019, p. 605) 

 

The inductive coding process revealed in the curriculum materials and texts BIPOC communities 

were presented as inferior, deviant, and helpless in 70% of fiction books and 30% of nonfiction. 

Conversely, 30% of fiction and 100% of nonfiction presented white as heroic, determined, 

innovative, and successful. 
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Wiseman, Vehabovic, and Jones (2019) conducted a critical content analysis to examine 

the intersections of racism and bullying in picture books. The researchers framed their study in 

critical race theory and chose the tenets of counterstorytelling/counternarratives and 

microaggressions to guide their coding and analysis processes. The researchers detailed their 

search process and provided exact key terms and locations of the search. The methods section 

included a description of how texts were selected and the criteria for choosing books. 

Additionally, Wiseman et al. explained why books were excluded. For example, the research 

team decided to omit books with animal characters, explaining, “We excluded animal characters 

because the connection to race was less direct, even though we recognize that those characters 

may have certain characteristics that result in negative treatment” (Wiseman et al., 2019, p. 467). 

The data analysis revealed an insufficient number of books that address bullying based on racism 

and incorporate an anti-deficit approach. 

The five focal studies examined confirmed the use of critical content analysis as an 

appropriate methodology to examine EL Education’s curriculum through a critical lens. All five 

studies provided an example of how to frame a study through critical theory, and how the tenets 

are woven throughout all aspects of the process (e.g., from introducing the background to data 

analysis to the reporting phase). Further, the focal studies provided direction on specific 

procedures. Koss and Paciga (2020) and Thomas and Dyches (2019) provided guidance for how 

to determine the race and ethnicity of characters in a text. Wiseman et al. (2019) offered advice 

on narrowing the criteria to decide which texts to include in the analysis. The work of Rigell et 

al. (2022) proved to be the most influential in guiding my process, as they offered concrete 

procedures for examining a middle school curriculum specifically for representation in texts and 

the discourse surrounding historically and/or currently identity oppressed communities.  
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Theoretical Framework 

DeJulio et al. (2021) posit that a critical content analysis requires a critical theoretical 

stance or framework. Similarly, Beach et al. (2009) contend, "what makes the study 'critical' is 

not the methodology, but the framework used to think within, through, and beyond the text" 

(p.130). This study leveraged a critical literacy framework to inform the research design, data 

collection, and data analysis to examine the phenomena of the commercially produced 

curriculum program, EL Education. As a theoretical framework, critical literacy is a natural 

choice for examining scripted curricular programs as it investigates the presence of power and 

injustice. 

Critical literacy refers to the capacity to actively read texts and reflect on the presence of 

power, inequality, and injustice in individual and community contexts and society (Anderson & 

Irvine, 1993; Coffey, 2008). In the context of critical literacy, text is a mode used to 

communicate with others using the codes and conventions of society (e.g., songs, novels, 

speeches, conversations, images, movies, websites, etc.) (Stevens & Bean, 2007). Jones (2006) 

states, “critical literacy is like a pair of eyeglasses that allows one to see beyond the familiar and 

comfortable: it is an understanding that language practices and texts are always informed by 

ideological beliefs and perspectives whether conscious or otherwise” (p. 65). Critical literacy 

provides individuals with the tools not only to recognize meanings beneath the surface of text but 

interrogate and challenge ideologies of power and injustice through text production and 

(re)production (Janks, 2014; Vasquez et al., 2019). Mulchay (2008) contends that critical literacy 

extends past traditional literacy practices (e.g., functional, informational, cultural, progressive) 

and works toward praxis, the blending of reflection and action for transformation. Thus, critical 

literacy views the act of engaging with texts as transformative (Freire, 1970). 
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Literacy and language are social constructs that are never neutral (Shanklin, 2009; 

Stevens & Bean, 2007; Vasquez et al., 2019). Authors use language and texts to inform, 

entertain, persuade, as well as manipulate (Comber, 2001; Freire, 1987; Luke, 2012). Because 

texts are never neutral (Vasquez et al., 2019), it stands to reason that, by extension, curricula are 

never neutral. The dominant culture is privileged within instructional practices and curricular 

choices. Grammar rules and academic language utilized (and often required) in classrooms 

reflect Eurocentric ideologies diminishing the value of home languages such as African 

American language (Baker Bell, 2017).  

Scripted curricula are entrenched in power relations. One notable power relationship 

promoted in scripted curricula is between teachers and students. In fact, most scripted programs 

follow the banking model, which positions the teacher as the holder of knowledge (Freire, 1970; 

Stover, 2012). When teachers act as gatekeepers of knowledge, students’ critical thinking skills 

and ownership of learning suffer, furthering oppressive acts (Freire, 1970). Another power 

relationship advanced through scripted curricula is that between the school district and the 

teacher. The implementation of a scripted curriculum diminishes the role of the teacher as a 

professional and decision-maker (Masuda, 2012; Stevens & Bean, 2007; Zacher Pandya, 2014). 

Through such decisions, school districts silence the voice of teachers and their ability to create 

lessons and choose materials that support the unique needs of their students (Demko, 2010). 

Another consideration is the power dynamics that exist among curriculum companies, 

teachers, and students. The edu-businesses that create the programs also decide what counts as 

knowledge and what is worth learning (Masuda, 2012). In addition to lessons and assessment 

materials, programs script classroom discourse– this includes possible questions from students 

and teacher directives. “When publishing companies, like McGraw Hill, take on the task of 
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helping teachers help students ask questions – help them inquire into their worlds, or at least 

topics presented in the curriculum – they too have had ideas about what kinds of questions 

children might ask” (Zacher Pandya, 2014, p.161). When programs script teacher and student 

talk, they limit what can and cannot be discussed, thus controlling the (and potential) 

narrative(s). With this in mind, I used the theoretical framework of critical literacy to interrogate 

the issues of power and inequality present in the discourse included in the curriculum materials 

and texts. 

Positionality 

An effective and mindful researcher recognizes their positionality within the context of 

the study. Positionality is the racial, cultural, and physical attributes (e.g., race, gender, 

nationality) fixed and defined within society (Chiseri-Strater, 1996). Additionally, a researcher’s 

social, political, economic, historical, and educational contexts influence their positionality 

(Lewis et al., 2007). 

From these understandings, I consider my positionality in terms of being a learner and a 

teacher. My formative learning shaped my worldview and these beliefs and understandings 

influenced my initial teaching experience. Further opportunities as a learner enabled me to re-

examine my position and beliefs. I incorporate this new lens as a teacher educator and 

researcher, continuing to grow and learn in my practice. These shifts have not occurred in a 

linear fashion, instead overlapping and layering as I gain new knowledge and experience.  

Learner. I am a white monolinguistic hetero cis-gender female, born and raised in a 

middle-class family in a metropolitan suburb. I grew up in a culturally and linguistically diverse 

area, located outside of Washington D.C. In addition to family and friends who shared similar 

identity characteristics, I was a part of a community with members from around the world. I had 
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friends from Argentina, South Africa, France, Taiwan, and Peru. Their parents were immigrants 

striving to make a better life, government or embassy workers, or research scientists on a two 

year rotation working at the National Institutes of Health. Sharing and celebrating one’s culture 

was commonplace and viewed as a positive aspect of our community.  

Nevertheless, my own family history is based on immigration. I had family members who 

left their home country to make a better life in the United States, as well as those who fled 

religious persecution. Growing up, I heard stories about the newly immigrated German great 

grandfather who worked as a groundskeeper at North Carolina State in the early 1900’s and 

about my grandmother’s Kindertransport journey escaping Nazi occupied Austria. From my 

friends’ and family’s immigration stories, I gained an understanding of what America was built 

upon and understood the privilege and freedom accorded to most citizens.  

Having been raised in the Jewish faith, I value community, education, and family. I was 

taught the history and customs of the Jewish people and saw the importance of community 

service and social justice in action. In my experience, there is a high regard for education in 

Jewish families, as Rabbis and Talmud scholars are revered. Moreover, my beliefs and values 

align with liberal political and social stances and perspectives. Although my faith has primarily 

functioned as a positive aspect of my life, I, too, have witnessed and experienced antisemitic 

acts. These unjust acts of emotional and physical harm became especially transparent for me 

when moving to a small-college town in eastern North Carolina where many of my classmates 

had not only never met a Jewish person but were unaware of what it meant to be Jewish.  

From these experiences, I view diverse perspectives and backgrounds as assets— 

conditions to be celebrated and honored and not a basis for judgment or oppression. Even so, I 
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also recognize my identities have provided me opportunities and I have benefited from systems 

of privilege and power.  

My own K-12 schooling was unremarkable in many ways as my experiences were 

validated by school curriculum, norms, and structures. I was taught basic reading and math in a 

teaching-centered practice. I always enjoyed reading and writing for fun, and the books I read 

generally reflected my lived experiences. But rarely was my religious identity affirmed; it was 

only present in curriculum and text about World War II and the Holocaust. 

Teacher. I knew I wanted to be a teacher from an early age, never growing out of the 

“playing school phase.” I had the opportunity to explore my desire to become a teacher in high 

school in a child development program that included teaching in the in-house preschool, multiple 

yearlong internships in 5th and 6th grades, and completed an independent study on the field of 

education. I learned how much I loved seeing how the minds of middle school aged students 

worked; they were still delighted in learning new concepts but could also articulate ideas of their 

own and be open to hearing opposing thoughts. 

During my undergraduate college experience, I followed a traditional path to obtaining 

my teaching degree and license, taking English and history content classes and methodology. My 

student teaching experience took place in a rural middle school where gang membership, teenage 

pregnancy and lack of resources both in the students’ homes and in the schools provided 

challenges in teaching the curriculum and engaging with students.  

Upon graduation, I taught 6th grade ELA and social studies in a rapidly growing area in 

Wake County. I taught both on a two-person team where I was responsible for two subjects and 

on a four-person team where I could concentrate on ELA. My students were diverse, socio-

economically, racially, in language and country of origin. I taught special education students, as 
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well as academically gifted ones. I had students who had a parent in jail and one who owned the 

local gas station. I had students who rode a bus forty-five minutes each way to school, and those 

who were always equipped with the latest technology or fashion. I taught students for whom the 

mere thought of reading was akin to a flesh-eating virus, and others who read under their desk 

long after independent reading time was over.  

I sought opportunities to further my professional expertise and better support the range of 

reading abilities in my classroom. Thus, I, attended conferences and workshops, and presented 

professional development sessions for my middle school colleagues. I contributed to the 

education and growth of the profession by developing continuing education credit modules and 

as an online teaching instructor in a teacher preparation program.  

More generally, my philosophy of teaching and how I understood my students to 

construct knowledge has been shaped by constructivism and the belief that when acquiring 

knowledge, both in and outside of school, the learner is active in the process (Crotty, 1998). I 

developed units and lessons to draw upon my students’ previous experiences and knowledge to 

help them make sense of new information (Crotty, 1998). Further, I provided collaborative 

experiences for my students to learn, knowing that interactions shape our understanding of 

information and the world around us (Amineh & Asl, 2015). I found the implementation of EL 

Education’s curriculum by my school district conflicted with my constructivist teaching 

philosophy. Teaching the scripted curriculum for two years, I felt restricted in my ability to 

create custom lessons for the unique needs of my students.  

Learner: A Shift. While I was effective in my practice, I was aware that there was a 

disconnect between the personal experiences and identities of my students and the county 

mandated curriculum. But at the time, I did not possess the specific knowledge nor the language 
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to define why this disconnect was so detrimental to the academic, social, and emotional well-

being of my students.  

The combination of my doctoral coursework, the research I have conducted, and the 

opportunities I have taken advantage of (e.g., extra-curricular reading, attending professional 

development training, conferences, seminars and serving on committees, tasks forces) have 

provided not only the language and knowledge but the direction to find solutions. For example, 

reading the works of Kendi (2019), Oluo (2019), Love (2019), Muhammad (2020), and 

Kleinrock (2021) informed, reinforced, and transformed my growth and practice as an antiracist 

educator and community member.  

I have shifted my framing from constructivism to critical constructivism. Whereas 

constructivism recognizes the influence of personal experiences on knowledge construction, 

critical constructivism acknowledges the additional impact of the context (historical, social, 

cultural, economic, and political) in which learning takes place (Kincheloe, 2005). Critical 

constructivism questions the conditions for learning, revealing, and discussing power relations 

and injustices and providing space for transformation for the betterment of all (Kincheloe, 

2005).   

Teacher educator and researcher. Featuring this new shift, critical constructivism is 

present in my teaching practice and research. As a teacher educator, I embedded experiences and 

opportunities for my preservice teacher candidates to engage in self-identity study (e.g., 

awareness of implicit bias), relationship building and restorative practices, and identification of 

injustices within the education system (past and present).  

As a researcher, I acknowledge the role of social power in my research design. Critical 

constructivists are concerned with the role power plays in research construction and validation 
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processes. Critical constructivist researchers are particularly interested in the ways these 

processes privilege some people and marginalize others'' (Steinberg, 2014, p. 2). For example, as 

a critical constructivist researcher, in designing a research study on scripted curriculum I am 

aware of not only the importance of the theoretical framework but the data sample and source 

and how these things can be analyzed in different ways and lend to different interpretations. 

Although standardized test scores are a popular source of data for school districts to determine 

the effectiveness or impact of an implemented program, I assert that these tests privilege certain 

communities while marginalizing others (e.g., construction of text, language, knowledge 

systems, norms) (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Rosales & Walker, 2021). Thus, using this type of data 

would not give voice to these communities. Rather, I would use data sources and methods that 

seek to amplify the perspectives and voices of historically and/or currently oppressed 

communities.   

Positionality and the Current Study. Recognizing one’s positionality prior to data 

collection becomes even more crucial when employing the methodology of content analysis as 

the analysis rests upon the interpretations of the researcher (DeJulio et al., 2021). Understanding 

my personal and professional interests and experiences described above is essential as they have 

influence over how I understand, perceive, and view the data. Throughout the current study, I 

took several steps to mitigate potential issues. I bracketed my experiences and stayed mindful of 

my biases during data collection, analysis, and interpretation by memoing my connections, 

comments, and questions, as well as keeping a researcher’s journal where I noted my judgments, 

personal experiences, and connections. Additionally, I utilized experts in the field to serve on an 

inter-rater reliability team during the pilot coding process. 
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Data Source and Sample 

Data Source: The subject of this critical content analysis is the middle school ELA 

curriculum developed by EL Education. My research questions address the phenomena of the EL 

Education curriculum within the context of the middle school setting. Thus, the analysis will 

focus on the curriculum materials for sixth, seventh, and eighth grades. Further, middle school is 

a unique time: students are still exploring who they are in and outside of the classroom 

(Manning, 2010). The importance of their academic, physical, and social-emotional growth must 

be recognized:  

The middle school years are critical for the development of a child's sense of self, 

identity, and community. Healthy or unhealthy messages and perceptions about 

racial, cultural and sexual identities can have significant impacts on student's 

social-emotional wellness and academic achievement. (NYC Coalition for 

Educational Justice, 2019, p.13)  

 

This makes the selection of curriculum and texts even more significant during this phase of life 

and learning. By specifically examining middle school materials, I seek to understand if the 

curriculum supports growth in these areas.  

Although EL Education offers two editions of their curriculum (the first edition published 

in 2017 and the second edition published in 2019), I have chosen to concentrate on the first 

edition because this edition has been implemented in WCPSS, the context of this study, for the 

last four years. I chose the EL Education curriculum for several reasons. First, EL Education is 

an open educational resource, and the curriculum is easily accessible through their website for 

free. Second, I have personal experience teaching the sixth-grade curriculum. I seek to step 

outside of my teacher perspective and examine the totality of the middle school materials 

through a critical eye. Finally, EL Education's middle school ELA curriculum ranks highly on 

EdReports’s website, scoring "35/36 for Text Quality and Complexity, 32/32 for Building 
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Knowledge, and 33/34 for Usability" (EdReports.org, 2021, Compare Materials). I seek to 

understand whether this ranking is justified.   

            Data Sample. Expeditionary Learning began as a collaboration between the Harvard 

Graduate School and Kurt Hahn, the founder of Outward-Bound Wilderness programs (Klein & 

Riordan, 2011). Hahn believed that academic learning should incorporate moral development 

(Klein & Riordan, 2011). He also believed that students learn through their experiences, which 

helps build character and identify as learners (Erickson, 2018). In 1991, Expeditionary Learning 

received a grant from The New American Schools Federal Initiative to develop a model of 

schooling (EL Education, 2019). The whole-school model included a structure for instructional 

programing, school culture, and leadership. Schools opened in New York City, Boston, and 

Denver.  

After two decades of focusing on the whole-school model, Expeditionary Learning 

received contracts to develop comprehensive curriculum packages. In 2012, New York Public 

Schools commissioned Expeditionary Learning to create an open-source curriculum, EngageNY, 

that aligned with Common Core standards for ELA grades three through eight for use across the 

entire state (EL Education, n.d.). After success with the New York Department of Education, 

Expeditionary Learning began selling their curriculum, materials, and professional development 

training to individual schools and whole districts (EL Education, 2019). After changing their 

name to EL Education in 2014, the curriculum was downloaded four million times across 39 

states and the District of Columbia in the first year (EL Education, n.d.). Currently, EL 

Education curriculum has been purchased by schools in Arizona, California, Colorado, 

Connecticut Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Michigan, New York, North Carolina, 

Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Tennessee, Virginia, and Wisconsin (EL Education, 2020, 
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p.18). Between schools and districts who have adopted the ELA curriculum and the EL school 

network, EL Education currently serves 440,000 students.  

EL Education, a national nonprofit, receives “philanthropic support” from donors such as 

Bezos Family foundation, Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, Hewlett Foundation, Bloomberg 

Philanthropies, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, and the Carnegie Corporation of New York. 

In 2020 the company’s total revenue, support, and gains of $22,610,143, “73% of revenue comes 

from school, consultings and product while 26% comes from contributions and grants” (EL 

Education, 2020, p. 28). While EL Education functions as a non-profit, a significant portion of 

their revenue comes from profitable ventures such as the sale of their curriculum program and 

professional development services.  

In providing ELA instruction to a broad audience, the organization’s mission is to “create 

classrooms where teachers can fulfill their highest aspirations, and students achieve more than 

they think possible” (EL Education, n.d., Our Approach). Additionally, the company’s vision is 

to see “students and teachers engaged in work that is challenging, adventurous, and meaningful, 

that is where learning and achievement flourishes” (EL Education, n.d., Our Approach). 

Curriculum authors designed lessons to prepare students to be successful in and outside of school 

with activities that boost student achievement in three areas: mastery of knowledge and skills, 

character, and high-quality student work (EL Education, n.d.).  

Data Sample: The middle school ELA program is structured into four eight-week 

modules. Modules are grounded within a central theme. Table 3.2 provides an overview of the 

module themes and essential questions for grades six through eighth, the focus of this analysis. 

Additionally, each module focuses on a specific ELA skill. Module one focuses on reading 

closely and writing to learn. Module two centers working with evidence. The focus of module 



76 

 

three is understanding perspectives, and in module four, the focus is on research. These points 

are repeated in each grade level. Skills are expanded and developed as students’ progress. For 

example, the sixth-grade module four’s focus is reading for research and writing an argument, in 

seventh grade this extends to reading and research, and by eighth grade, students are able to not 

only conduct research but also make informed decisions to assert their own position. Since these 

modules build on each other within each grade-level band, teachers are instructed to start with 

module 1 as it “lays the foundation for both teachers and students regarding instructional 

routines” (EL Education, 2017, Grade Level Overview).  

The curriculum is aligned with the CCSS. Long term targets and supporting targets are 

written in “I can” statements making them accessible for both students and teachers. In addition 

to the overall module focus, each unit has a “big idea” to guide instruction. Each module has an 

anchor novel in which lessons, activities, and discussions are rooted. Additionally, students 

engage with supplemental text such as news articles, poetry, images, and movie clips.  

Each module consists of three units. In the first unit of the module, students are 

introduced to the theme and anchor text and build background knowledge through supporting 

texts and guided activities. In the second unit, students practice content-based skills. In the third 

unit, students complete the performance tasks (assessment) to apply the skills they learned 

through a writing piece. 

Learning is measured through seven assessments each module. Student progress is 

evaluated through informal assessments such as entrance and exit tickets, as well as formal 

assessments such as on-demand writing pieces, scaffolded essays, group discussions, 

presentations, and research projects. 
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Table 3.2: Module Themes and Essential Questions  

 

 Sixth-Grade Seventh-Grade Eighth-Grade 

1 Myths: Not Just Long 

Ago 

What is the hero’s journey 

in literature? 

How do you cite textual 

evidence when analyzing 

literature and 

informational texts? 

How does an author 

develop theme in a 

literary work? 

What are the elements of 

a narrative essay? 

Journeys and Survival 

How does reading from 

different texts about the 

same topic build our 

understanding? 

What are ways that an 

author can juxtapose two 

characters? 

How does the way an 

author uses words in a 

text help the reader 

determine their 

meanings? 

How do you quote or 

paraphrase information 

from a variety of sources 

while avoiding 

plagiarism? 

Finding Home: Refugees 

How do critical incidents reveal 

character? 

How can we tell powerful stories 

about people’s experiences? 

How does the text make 

connections among and 

distinctions between individuals, 

ideas or events? 

What does it look like to write 

appropriate to task, purpose and 

audience? 

How does the structure of text 

differ to impact meaning and 

style? 

2 Voices of Adversity 

How do authors use 

language to convey theme 

and meaning in a literary 

text? 

What are the elements of 

an explanatory essay? 

How does reading for 

research help me to form 

an opinion and make an 

argument? 

Working Conditions 

Then and Now 

How does closely reading 

one section of a text help 

me better understand it? 

How can you tell the 

difference between a 

research question that is 

useful and one that is not? 

How does a speaker 

develop and organize 

his/her central claim? 

What connections can 

you make between 

literature and other texts, 

ideas, or perspectives? 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

When comparing and contrasting 

a story presented using different 

types of media (novel, script, 

play, movie), what are the 

advantages and disadvantages of 

using different types of media to 

present a story? 

When writing a narrative from the 

point of view of one character in 

a story, how does a writer decide 

when to connect and diverge from 

the original work? 

How does an author develop the 

narrator’s point of view and 

perspective? 
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Table 3.2 (Continued)  

 

3 Sustaining the Oceans 

How does an author 

develop the narrator’s 

point of view and 

perspective? 

How does an author’s 

geographic location affect 

his perspective and how is 

that perspective 

communicated through 

his writing? 

How does an author’s 

purpose affect the 

narrator’s point of view?  

Slavery: The People 

Could Fly 

What gives stories and 

poems their enduring 

power? 

How does an author’s 

purpose and audience 

shape how a story is told? 

How can you use 

language, images and 

themes to give stories 

enduring power? 

  

The Civil Rights Movement and 

the Little Rock Nine 

How does studying multiple 

sources about the same topic but 

from different perspectives build 

understanding? 

How can you compare 

photographs to text that relate to 

the same topic or incident? 

How does language affect how 

the author conveys a message or 

satisfy a specific purpose? 

4 Insecticides: Costs vs. 

Benefits 

How do different authors 

approach providing 

information and making 

an argument? 

How does reading for 

research help me to form 

an opinion and make an 

argument? 

What are effective 

speaking techniques that 

will help me give a strong 

presentation? 

Screen Time and the 

Developing Brain 

How do authors write 

arguments that are 

supported with clear 

reasons and relevant 

evidence? 

How can I make an 

informed decision about 

an issue and then 

effectively argue my 

position? 

How can I compare and 

contrast different media 

versions of informational 

text? 

Sustainability of the US Food 

Supply Chain 

How can you determine if an 

author or speaker uses sufficient 

relevant evidence and sound 

reasoning to support his or her 

claim? 

How can I support claim(s) with 

logical reasoning and relevant 

evidence, using accurate, credible 

sources while demonstrating an 

understanding of the topic or 

text? 

How does reading for research 

help me to form an opinion and 

make an argument? 

 (Wake County Public School System, n.d.) 

  

Methods  

To conduct this study’s qualitative critical content analysis, I infused Elo & Kyngas’ 

(2007) three stage process with that of Short’s (2017) elements of critical content analysis. Elo 

and Kyngas (2007) define three stages for content analysis: preparation, organization, and 

reporting. The preparation stage focuses on the researcher selecting the unit of analysis, where 

the data is considered as a whole, the data source is compiled, and pilot coding is completed. 
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Selecting the unit of analysis requires the researcher to decide the portion of data they will use as 

the basis of code development (Milne & Adler, 1999). The unit of analysis can be small (e.g., 

paragraph) or large (e.g., interview transcript). Additionally, the researcher decides the meaning 

unit, what will be coded within the unit of analysis. The next step is to read through the data set 

to gain a holistic understanding of the phenomena, Hsieh and Shannon (2005) liken this process 

to reading a novel. The final step in the preparation stage is to conduct a pilot phase of coding of 

the unit of analysis. The codes that emerge from the pilot phase become the initial coding 

scheme (Elo & Kyngas, 2007).  

In the organization stage, the researcher codes, groups, and categorizes the data. The first 

step is to open code the data. Through the process of open coding, the researcher notes headings 

and keywords that come directly from the data (termed coding units) in the margins as they read 

(Elo & Kyngas, 2007). When the coding has been completed the notes are collected and coding 

labels (also referred to as codes) are applied to coding units. In the next step codes are analyzed 

and grouped by similar into meaningful clusters. The groups are then categorized by a term that 

describes the relationship between the codes. The final step of the organization stage is the 

process of abstraction– the “process in which different constitutes are transferred to a high 

logical level, showing a kind of classification” (Lindgren et a., 2020, p. 2). Illustrated in a tree 

diagram or code matrix, abstraction is displayed as a hierarchical structure that moves from 

direct statements from the text to inferred meaning as the similarities between codes are 

considered and grouped (Lindgren et al., 2020). The abstraction process repeats until the 

categories can no longer be reduced. The further the codes move from manifest content to 

interpretations of latent content, the higher the abstraction.  
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The final stage of the content analysis framework established by Elo and Kyngas is the 

reporting stage. In this stage, the results are a description of the categories. To achieve 

trustworthiness, the researcher must describe the analysis process in absolute detail in the 

reporting process using tables, figures, appendices so as to “demonstrate the link between data 

and results” (Elo & Kyngas, 2007, p. 112). Additionally, the researcher should clearly describe 

the context, selection, and traits of participants in the sample, along with the data collection 

process in an effort to promote transferability (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). Table 3.3 

illustrates the application of the aforementioned stages to the current study.  

Table 3.3 Critical Content Analysis Applied to Current Study  

 

Critical Content 

Analysis  

Phase One: Text Audit Phase Two: CARDA 

Preparation  

Selection of theoretical 

framework and research 

questions  

Critical Literacy  

1. How does EL Education curriculum position the teaching of 

middle school English Language Arts? 

2. What perspectives are positioned within the curriculum? 

Read deeply within a 

critical theory frame 

Membership in ECI 709: Critical Literacy  

Read deeply within critical literacy frame for comprehensive exam 

prior to dissertation work  

Selecting the unit of 

analysis 

One section of text audit  One document (lesson plan, unit 

overview etc..) 

Data  Anchor Texts (18: 7 sixth-

grade texts, 4 seventh-grade 

texts, 7 eighth-grade texts)  

Teaching-facing and student-facing 

materials for modules one through 

four in sixth, seventh, and eighth 

grade 
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Table 3.3 (Continued)  

 

Data gathering by 

content  

Compile list of anchor texts from 

grade-level overview documents  

Add titles and authors to text audit 

instrument  

Look up additional information 

about texts and books  

Download curriculum materials 

and resources 

Upload pdfs to Dedoose  

Making sense of the 

data as a whole 

Read through EL Education 

materials 

Read through EL Education 

materials  

Pilot Phase Conduct Pilot Coding 

Tweak instrument if needed  

Develop initial codes based on 

pilot audit 

Conduct Pilot Coding using open 

coding  

Develop initial codes based on 

pilot coding  

Organization  

Open Coding  Use initial codes developed in 

pilot. Record additional open 

codes that arise in margins  

Use initial codes developed in 

pilot. Record additional open 

codes that arise in margins 

Coding labels  Look at coding units and create labels for codes 

Grouping Data Group labels by similarities 

Categorization  Categorize groups, keeping in mind elements of critical literacy (e.g., 

power dynamics, injustice, liberation, praxis) 

Abstraction  Complete the process of abstraction, keeping in mind elements of 

critical literacy (e.g., power dynamics, injustice, liberation, praxis) 
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Table 3.3 (Continued)  

 

Reporting  

Model, conceptual system, 

conceptual map, or categories 

Detailed description of the coding, grouping, categorization, 

and abstraction processes in Chapter 3 of current study  

 (Elo & Kyngas, 2007; Short, 2017) 

 

Phase One: Text Audit 

During the first phase of this critical content analysis, I conducted a text audit to examine 

the anchor texts used in each grade level band. Through this examination, I was able to 

understand the texts on a micro and macro level, recognizing the potential impact of the texts 

individually and as a whole experience over the course of the year. Deeply considering the 

anchor texts is an essential in the current study as these texts are what the modules are centered 

upon. 

To conduct Phase One, I developed a Text Audit Instrument based on the annual 

diversity report from the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC). The CCBC, a research 

and literacy center based within the college of education at the University of Wisconsin-

Madison, annually reports diversity statistics of recent children's and young adult publications. 

The annual report consists of summary statistics on how many books are about or authored by 

Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (e.g., in 2021, out of 3446 books analyzed, 313 books 

were by Black authors, and 450 were about Black characters) (CCBC, 2022). The instrument I 

developed consists of five sections: 1) main character, 2) supporting character(s), 3) setting, 4) 

author, and 5) notes. In the report published by the CCBC a text is considered “about” or “by” a 

BIPOC individual based on the presence of a significant character (main and/or supporting) or 
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content. I decided to separate these sections to better examine the role and context of the 

individual.  

Each section included criteria to describe personal identities or experiences (e.g., 

race/ethnicity, gender, disability, sexuality, religion etc..). The terms used for the criterion came 

from the CCBC’s report. The criteria for race and ethnicity are named as broad categories instead 

of specific ones (e.g., Asian instead of Korean or Chinese American etc..). For this decision, I 

followed the CCBC’s guidance and included terms to describe geographic regions and heritage. 

Too many specific racial and ethnic groups would make the text audit instrument too large to 

manage. To honor the distinct broad heritage identities, I recorded them in the notes section. For 

example, on the text audit Salva from A Long Walk to Water is identified as Black but in the 

notes section I specify he is African and from Sudan. 

The CCBC’s standard report focuses on racial and ethnic identities of characters and 

authors. However, an expanded list through the search engine provides data on additional 

criteria. As I am interested in the representation of experiences beyond just race and ethnicity, I 

included identities that are reflected in today’s classrooms (e.g., refugees, emerging bilinguals, 

LGBTQ etc..). Table 3.4 contains the criterion included in each of the sections. The terms with 

an asterisk indicate identities and experiences I included that differ from the CCBC’s standard 

report. The Text Audit Instrument was created in Google Sheets. The section headings and 

criterion were listed along the top of the sheet (columns), while the names and authors were 

listed going down (rows). 
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Table 3.4:  Sections and Criterion Used in Text Audit 

 

Main Character Supporting 

Character(s) 

Setting Author 

Asian 

Arab 

Black 

Indigenous 

Middle Eastern 

Multi-racial 

Latinx 

Pacific Islander 

White 

*Female 

*Male 

*Non-Binary 

*LGBTQ+ 

*Abilities 

*Animal 

*Supernatural 

*Emerging language 

learner 

*Refugee 

*Other 

 *Write in: 

Religion 

Asian 

Arab 

Black 

Indigenous 

Middle Eastern 

Multi-racial 

Latinx 

Pacific Islander 

White 

*Female 

*Male 

*Non-Binary 

*LGBTQ+ 

*Abilities 

*Animal 

*Supernatural 

*Emerging language 

learner 

*Refugee 

*Other 

 *Write in: 

Religion 

*Rural  

*Suburban 

*Urban  

   

*Fantastical  

*Historical  

*Real/Realistic 

  

*Write in: 

Time period 

Geographic 

location 

Asian 

Arab 

Black 

Indigenous 

Middle Eastern 

Multi-racial 

Latinx 

Pacific Islander 

White 

*Female 

*Male 

*Non-Binary 

*LGBTQ+ 

*Abilities 

*Emerging language 

learner 

*Refugee 

  

*Write in: 

Religion 

Additional 

information 

  

To determine the identities of the characters and authors, several methods were used such 

as cover art or pictures included in text, character descriptions, general knowledge about time 

period. To learn and identify the race of the author, I used the biography and photograph in the 

back of the text or conducted further research from online searches. Often this came in the form 

of clues about the author, such as pronouns or descriptions of their families. For example, in a 

blurb on Rick Riordan, it states he lives with “his wife Becky and their two sons in Texas.”  In 

the beginning of Good Master’s, Sweet Ladies!, there is a picture of the town. If you look at the 

illustration, the characters have pale skin, indicating the characters are white. Additionally using 
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knowledge about the time period and location (Medieval, England), this assumption is 

reinforced.  

Preparation Stage. The first step of the preparation stage was to choose a unit of analysis 

(Elo & Kyngas, 2007). For Phase One, the unit of analysis was one section of the text audit (i.e. 

main character, supporting character(s), setting, author). I chose this unit of analysis to 

understand what codes would emerge based on identifying markers such as race and ethnicity, 

gender, sexuality, ability, and nationality.  

To make sense of the data as a whole, I read through the grade level overview for sixth, 

seventh, and eighth grades. These overviews provided me with a better understanding of the 

focus of four modules for each grade level which allowed me to grasp the purpose for selecting 

the anchor text and the use of such texts. 

The grade-level overview documents included a list of all the texts for each module. 

From these documents, I compiled a list of all of the anchor texts (indicated as so by being in 

bold). I only used anchor texts because they are the core of the modules. I chose not to include 

supplemental text in this analysis. Many of the supplemental pieces are uncredited, credited to 

large organizations (e.g., National Resources Defense Council National Parks Magazine U.S. 

Supreme Court), or authored by the curriculum developers. Including these materials could lead 

to making assumptions about the author's identities. After compiling the list, I added the titles 

and authors to the Google spreadsheet. I looked up additional information about each text and 

author on the author’s website. 

To test the Text Audit Instrument, I conducted a pilot audit on three anchor texts, one 

from each grade level band, Flush, Lyddie and Inside Out and Back Again. To ensure validity, I 

invited two doctoral students from the Literacy and English Language Arts program at my 
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university to form an inter-rater reliability. As former ELA teachers and emerging English 

Education researchers, their experiences and qualification grant them expertise. Each team 

member was supplied with their own copy of the Text Audit Instrument (via Google sheet) and 

the three texts. When we came together to discuss the pilot audit, we found that it was hard to 

determine the supporting characters and setting. Table 3.5 displays how we each identified the 

main character and supporting character (s) in the text, Flush. Although there was consensus 

between the raters on Noah being the main character, we reported slight differences on the 

supporting characters. 

 

Table 3.5: Identification of Characters 

  

Pilot Audit: Identification of Characters 

Team member # 1 Team member # 2 Team member # 3 

Main: Noah 

Supporting: Abby 

Main: Noah 

Supporting: Abby and Paine 

Main: Noah 

Supporting: Abby 

 

After a brief discussion, we decided to try identifying supporting characters and setting 

quantifiably by using a 30% threshold; that is, if a character or setting was present in at least 

30% of the book they would be considered significant. This would be determined by counting 

how many pages the character/setting were on and calculating the percent. After testing the page 

count with all three pilot texts, we met as a team again to look at the data. Table 3.6 displays the 

calculations for one of the pilot texts, Inside Out and Back Again (see Appendix B: Determining 

Supporting Characters and Setting for the calculations for all three texts). 
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Table 3.6: Determining Supporting Character(s) and Setting Example 

 

Supporting Character(s) 

Character # of pages present/Total pages Percentage 

Inside Out and Back Again by Thanhha Lai 

Mother 73/260 28% 

Brother Quang 34/260 13% 

Brother Vu 29/260 11% 

Brother Khoi 35/260 13% 

Uncle Son 6/260 2% 

“Our Cowboy” 15/260 6% 

Miss Scott 8/260 3% 

Miss Washington 12/260 5% 

Pam 12/260 5% 

Steven 9/260 3% 

Pink Boy 9/260 3% 
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Table 3.6 (Continued)  

 

Setting 

Location # of pages present/Total pages Percentage 

Saigon 69/260 27% 

At Sea 42/260 16% 

Alabama 142/260 55% 

 

We found that the 30% threshold worked for Flush, but it left out major characters in the 

other two texts. In Lyddie, Charles and Diana are important to Lyddie. Even though Charles is 

not physically there, she thinks of him often, but he only was present in 12% of the book. Diana 

had an impact on Lyddie’s experience in the factory and attitude toward fair labor wages but was 

only present in 16% of the text. Similarly, in Inside Out and Back Again, Ha and her family are 

in Saigon for 27% of the text, which would have been discounted following the 30% threshold.   

However, the war in Saigon plays a significant role in the subsequent story. As a team we 

decided that “significant” and a numeric score could not determine supporting characters and 

setting alone but could be used together to build a criteria list. Additionally, we decided to lower 

the threshold from 30% to 25%. Our criteria list consisted of the following, 1) the character or 

setting plays a significant role in the book - meaning the character has an impact on the main 

character’s thoughts, feelings, and/or actions, and/or 2) the character or setting is in 25% of the 

book. This is determined by how many pages the character appears on (e.g., if the character 

appears on 25 pages of the text and the text is 100 pages, they would meet the threshold for a 

supporting character at 25%).  
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The text audit was conducted on the anchor texts from each grade-level band. Table 3.7 

contains a list of the anchor texts, organized by grade level. To examine the text, I conducted two 

different analytical readings, each with a distinctive purpose. In the first read, I focused on the 

text features and summary information. I looked at the cover (i.e., images/illustrations, text, 

award stickers, summary description on back or inside book cover), any illustrations or pictures 

included inside the text, chapter headings and titles, and any included charts, figures, table, 

informational facts in the margins. In my second read, I read the text. After both reads, I 

completed the text audit Google spreadsheet with the information from each text.   

Table 3.7: Anchor Texts 

 

Sixth Grade Seventh Grade Eighth Grade 

The Lightning Thief 

Good Masters, Sweet 

Ladies! 

Technically It’s Not My 

Fault 

Blue Lipstick 

Flush 

World Without Fish 

Frightful’s Mountain 

Lyddie 

Commonwealth Club Speech 

A Long Walk to Water   

Narrative Life of Frederick 

Douglass   

Inside Out and Back Again 

A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream 

A Mighty Long Way 

Little Rock Girl, 1957 

  

Each row on the spreadsheet represents an anchor text. Using the information collected 

on the text, I put an X in the column if the identity or experience was present in that text. Table 

3.8 displays an example of the gender criterion for the main character section. In Flush, the main 

character is a cis-gender male named Noah through the use (For full text audit see Appendix C). 
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Table 3.8: Example of Text Audit Completion 

 

Main Character 

Title Author Grade 

level 

Cis-gender 

Female 

Cis-gender 

Male 

Non-

Binary 

Flush Carl Hiaasen 6   X   

Lyddie Katherine 

Paterson 

7 X     

Inside Out and 

Back Again 

Thanhha Lai 

  

8 X     

  

After completing the text audit, I calculated the averages for each of the categories within 

the sections. The sample (n=) was adjusted for each category depending on the total number of 

characters or books. For the main characters section, the sample was adjusted from 18 to 13 as 

five of the texts did not have a clear protagonist and were not included in the total (World 

Without Fish, Midsummer Night’s Dream and Good Masters! Sweet Ladies!, The Shakespeare 

Shakedown, and The Vietnam Wars). Texts were eligible for more than one criterion; for 

example, Percy Jackson (main character in The Lightning Thief) is a white male character who 

has a disability (dyslexia) and is part Greek god. The data displayed in Table 3.9 only includes 

the criterion with statistics and not all the identities included in the audit. For example, LGBTQ+ 

was a searched criterion on the text audit, but no texts featured LGBTQ+ characters.  
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Table 3.9: Identifying Factors of Main Character 

 

Main Character 

 
Overall  6th grade 7th grade 8th grade 

n= characters n=13 n=5 n=4 n=4 

Race/Ethnicity  
    

Asian 1 (8%) 
  

1 (25%) 

Black 4 (31%) 
 

2 (50%) 2 (50%) 

Latinx 1 (8%) 
 

1 (25%) 
 

White 6 (46%) 4 (80%) 1 (25%)  1 (25%) 

Gender 
    

Cis-gender Female 6 (43%) 2 (40%) 1 (25%)  4 (100%) 

Cis-gender Male 6 (46%) 3 (60%) 3 (75%) 
 

Additional Identities  
    

Disabilities (cognitive, physical etc..)  1 (7%) 1 (20%)  
  

Animal  1 (7%) 1 (20%) 
  

Supernatural (mythical, magical, etc..) 1 (7%) 1 (20%) 
  

Refugee 2 (14%) 
 

1 (25%) 1 (25%) 

Emerging English Learner  2 (14%) 
 

1 (25%) 1 (25%) 
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The summary statistics were included in the coding for Phase One. I examined the averages to 

identify themes and patterns about the anchor texts (e.g., more books about white characters than 

BIPOC characters, more books where the main character is a bird than about LGBTQ+ or 

Middle Eastern). Additionally, this data was used in combination with the data from phase 2 in 

considering overall themes and patterns. 

The final step of the preparation stage was to conduct pilot coding of a portion of the 

data. The inter-rater reliability team open coded data from the main character section of the text 

audit, notes about the main character, and the summary statistics. After coding individually, the 

team met to discuss the open codes. Each member had units of coding that once reduced could be 

labeled as fiction or nonfiction and then specified as genre. As a team, we talked through our 

individual units of coding and worked to reduce and compile them as initial codes to be used in 

the organization stage. Figure 1 displays an example of the reduction process to develop the 

initial code names.  

 
Figure 3.1: Example of Phase 1 Reduction Process  
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Organization. The organization stage of phase one began with coding the remainder of 

the text audit data. The initial codes developed during the text audit were utilized during this 

phase and are presented in Table 3.10. In addition to the initial codes, I continued to collect open 

codes as I read through the data. To aid in this process, I asked myself the following questions as 

I read: whose experience is presented in these texts? Whose experience is missing? How are 

BIPOC characters and communities portrayed? How are multiple perspectives affirmed or 

valued? From this exercise, I found coding units such as “member of Little Rock Nine”, “former 

enslaved person”, and “Lost Boy”, which could be reduced to the label of “historical”. From this 

exercise emerged new ways to consider the characters, outside of race and gender. After coding 

was complete, I transitioned to phase two of the study. The data and codes from phase one were 

included in the grouping and abstraction steps of phase two’s organization stage.  

 

Table 3.10: Phase One Initial Codes 

 

Phase One: Initial Coding 

Code Definition 

Text Structure The format of the text (Does the text feature words or images? is the text 

written in prose or verse? Does the text need to be read from beginning to 

end?) 

ELA Content How the text supports the teaching of ELA (e.g. content, topics, skills).  

Race/ethnicity  The race/ethnicity the character/author identifies as.  

Gender The gender the character/author identities as.  
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Table 3.10 (Continued)  

 

Additional 

Identities 

Any additional identities of the character/author (e.g. LGBTQ+, cognitive 

and physical disabilities, refugees, religious beliefs, emerging English 

language learners, supernatural, non-human).  

Setting The time and place in which the events of the text take place.  

Circumstances Situations present in the text (e.g., family life, war, world events)  

Theme The message or lesson that can be learned from reading the text.  

Genre How the text is categorized (fiction, nonfiction, poetry, drama; sub-

category: fantasy, historical, informational, memoir etc.)  

 

Phase Two: CARDA 

In the second phase, I conducted a discourse analysis using the CARDA framework (see 

Table 3.11 for the seven-step process) (Laughter & Hurst, 2022). This analysis analyzed the 

discourse surrounding race, power, and inequality present in the teacher-facing materials (e.g., 

lesson plans, essential questions, directions, unit summaries, script for talk, etc.) and student-

facing materials (workbook pages, texts, rubrics, and assessments). For example, I looked for 

words and phrases that communicate overt or covert racism (e.g., tolerance does not equal 

justice, “slave” instead of “enslaved people”).   

CARDA. As a framework for analysis, CARDA aims to empower users to go beyond 

simple identification of issues of power and inequity to pursue an anti-racist objective and 

proactive intervention (Laughter & Hurst, 2022). To investigate the scripted middle school ELA 

curriculum, Wit and Wisdom, Rigell et al. (2022) utilized the CARDA, positing the framework as 

an “adaptable seven-step process for unmasking and unmaking systemic racism as expressed 

through institutional policies, such as scripted curriculum” (p. 3). Through the application of 
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CARDA to examine the curriculum’s discourse surrounding race, the research team found the 

Wit and Wisdom curriculum reproduces a white supremacist master script.  

I selected the CARDA framework for several reasons. Deploying a critical content 

analysis, criticality must be embedded throughout the research design (Short, 2017), thus the 

choice of an analysis framework rooted in critical theory allowed me to examine the data for 

evidence of the inclusion or omission of historically and/or currently oppressed identity 

communities. Further, as a discourse analysis, the use of CARDA allows me to not only 

recognize the voices and communities silenced or omitted from the curriculum but how the 

language of the curriculum contributes to both oppression and transformation (Vasquez et al., 

2019).  

Table 3.11 provides an overview of how CARDA was applied to the current study. The 

first column describes each step, the second column lists the key questions related to the step, 

and the third column explains how I applied the steps to the current study. Rooted within critical 

discourse analysis and antiracist pedagogy (Laughter & Hurst, 2022), CARDA focuses on the 

discourse surrounding race. While race is an important aspect to consider in my research, it is not 

the sole focus. I aim to understand how historically and/or currently identity oppressed 

communities (e.g., race/ethnicity, religious, sexuality, gender-nonconforming, cognitive and 

physical disabilities etc..) are present and discussed within the curriculum. Thus, I adapted the 

framework to reflect this by changing the word “racial” to “historically and/or currently identity 

oppressed communities.” Additionally, I added a key question to consider the opportunities for 

praxis within the curriculum, indicated by an asterisk in Table 3.11.  
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Table 3.11: Application of CARDA to the Current Study 

 

Step Description Key Questions Application to EL 

Education 

1.Select the discourse related to 

race or racism. 

What is the primary goal of 

this analysis? 

How does analyzing this 

discourse pursue this goal? 

To critically examine the 

identities positioned within 

the curriculum 

2. Locate and prepare data sources 

that might be a site of negotiation 

between individuals and 

institutions. 

What texts engage the 

chosen discourses and 

provide a site of 

negotiation? 

EL Education middle 

grades ELA curriculum 

(grades 6-8) 

  

2017 edition 

3. Explore the background of each 

text by grounding them in a socio-

historical context. 

What institution produced 

this text and for what 

purpose? 

Who am I in relation to this 

text? 

What awareness do I bring 

to this text? 

Background information 

on Expeditionary Learning 

  

Acknowledge my 

positionality as researcher 

and analyzer 

4. Code texts and identify themes 

using appropriate analytical 

methods. 

What are the themes in the 

text? 

How do open codes relate 

to each other? 

Open and axial coding of 

data sources 

5. Analyze the external relations 

through linguistic analysis of what 

the text intends and represents. 

How do the institution and 

individual negotiate the 

text? 

How is power distributed 

or maintained by the text? 

How are teachers being 

instructed to use these 

materials? 

Who makes instructional 

decisions? Learning 

decisions? 
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Table 3.11 (Continued)  

 

6. Analyze the internal 

relations through 

linguistic analysis of 

what the text intends and 

represents. 

How does the text 

address historically 

and/or currently identity 

oppressed communities 

(or not)? 

How does the text 

position those in 

negotiation? 

How does the text 

influence its context? 

  

What discourses are suggested by the 

essential questions of each module? 

What texts are grouped together? 

What discourses are suggested 

(implicitly or explicitly) by these 

groupings? 

What language is used and not used in 

the module summary, essential 

question, and student understandings to 

address historically and/or currently 

identity oppressed communities (or 

not)? 

How are voices and stories of 

historically and/or currently identity 

oppressed communities centered or 

amplified within the curriculum (or 

not)?  

7. Interpret the data by 

describing major themes 

and implications 

grounded in steps 4 

through 6. 

How is the text racist or 

antiracist? 

How might the 

individual leverage 

policy towards equitable 

objectives? 

*How might teachers who center 

themselves in social justice practices 

(e.g., anti-racist, equity-based 

pedagogies) critique, implement, or 

push back against the curriculum? 

 
Adapted from Laughter & Hurst (2022) and Rigell et al. (2022), *asterisk indicates additions added 

 

Preparation. For phase two, the unit of analysis was one curriculum document (i.e., unit 

overview, lesson plan, workbook pages). Curriculum documents range from one page to twenty. 

I selected a curriculum document as the unit analysis which would be large enough to provide a 

range of codes specific to the context of curriculum.  

To make sense of the data as a whole, I reread the grade level overview for sixth, seventh, 

and eighth grades. These overviews gave me a holistic understanding of the focus of four 

modules for each grade level. In this context, rather than focusing on the anchor texts, I 

concentrated on the module themes, skill focus, assessment types, and learning outcomes.  
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The teacher-facing (e.g., lesson plans, essential questions, directions, unit summaries, 

script for talk, etc.) and student-facing (workbook pages, supplemental texts, rubrics, and 

assessments) were downloaded from the EL Education website. The PDF files were uploaded to 

the qualitative analysis platform, Dedoose. The documents were labeled by content (e.g. seventh 

grade module two unit 2 lesson three was labeled as 7M2U2L1) and grouped by grade-level.  

The final step of the preparation stage was to pilot code a portion of the data. For this 

exercise, three documents were selected from the sixth-grade curriculum: the module one unit 

one overview, lesson plan for lesson one and student workbook pages for lesson one). The inter-

rater reliability team was provided copies of these documents as Google documents and open 

coded within the document recording their codes using the comment feature. The coding units 

were grouped by similarities and labeled with a code name (similar to the process used in phase 

one). The code labels were then used to develop the initial codes, displayed in Table 3.12. The 

initial codes were added to the codebook feature in the Dedoose program.  

Table 3.12 Phase Two Initial Codes  

Code  Definition  

Procedures The process or actions for completing a task (e.g. start 

with warm-up and end with exit ticket)  

Content The topics and focus of the units and lessons (e.g. topic: 

Adversity during the Middle Ages, focus: understanding 

multiple perspectives)  

Skills The ability to engage and enact ELA concepts 

(e.g., citing text evidence, analyzing author’s craft, 

supporting claims).  

Pedagogy The approach to teaching.  

Assessment How student mastery of a learning objective is evaluated.  

Prescription Directives for what the teacher should say and how the 

actions they should take (e.g., circulate around the room)  

Identity and experience  Internal and external factors that define who you are  
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Organization. The organization stage of phase one began with coding the remainder of 

the curriculum materials. I continued to open code the data, tagging the meaning unit in Dedoose 

with the open code and recording in my researcher’s notebook. At the end of each unit, I would 

view the open codes and seek places to reduce the coding units. Once a label was found, I 

returned to Dedoose, added the label to the codebook and replaced the tag with the new label 

name. For example, phrases such as “this text as a great resource for differentiation; students will 

naturally gravitate to it” (Grade 6 Module 1 Unit 2 Overview) and “they strike a beautiful 

balance between whimsical narrative technique and themes to which students can relate” (Grade 

6 Module 2 Unit 3 overview) were tagged and later labeled as “assumptions” for their 

presumption about students’ interests and experiences.   

Throughout the coding process, I recorded my reactions, thoughts, questions, and 

connections using the memo feature in Dedoose. The memos were attached directly to the 

documents. Additionally, as I read the curriculum materials and coded, I considered the 

questions displayed in Table 3.13. These questions were adapted from Rigell et al.’s (2022) 

study on Wit and Wisdom. As with the original CARDA framework, I replaced the word “racial” 

with “historically and/or currently identity oppressed communities” to acknowledge a wider 

range of identities and experiences. Additionally, as part of my critical literacy framing, I added 

in questions to understand the opportunities for praxis, indicated in the table by an asterisk.    

Table 3.13: Guiding Questions 

Guiding Questions 

1. What are the intended 

learning outcomes of this 

module? 

a)     What essential questions are being asked in this 

module? 

b)    What are the suggested student understandings? 

c)     What historically and/or currently identity 

oppressed communities discourses are suggested by 

the guiding questions? 
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Table 3.13 (Continued)  

 

     2. How are materials grouped? a)     What texts are grouped together? 

b)    How are the themes/module titles assigned to 

texts/authors, or vice versa? 

c)     What discourses surrounding historically 

and/or currently identity oppressed communities 

are suggested implicitly or explicitly by these 

groupings? 

3. How does the material 

address race, implicitly or 

explicitly? 

a)     What language is used and not used in the 

module summary, essential questions, and student 

understandings to address race -or not? 

4. *How can the curriculum 

be a space for 

transformation? 

a)     * How do the texts model and/or encourage 

activism? 

b)    *What opportunities are there for students to 

produce and restory their own narratives? 

Guiding questions adapted from Rigell et al. (2022), *asterisk indicates questions added 
 

To complete the rest of the organization stage, I combined the codes from phase one and 

phase two. I analyzed the codes to find similarities and grouped the like terms together. Table 

3.14 displays a sample of the groupings. In group one, the terms had in common the experience 

of adverse circumstances or a “non-traditional” family unit or environment. In group two, the 

terms were placed together because they all describe an impact of war. The terms in group three 

center around identity discovery and growth.  

Table 3.14: Sample of Groupings  

 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

Incarcerated parent 

Loss of parent 

Loss of family member 

Separation from family 

Living outside family  

Fighting  

Destruction to home 

Seeking asylum 

Fleeing home 

Learning new language/culture  

Fitting-in  

Self-discovery  

Family/society’s expectations   
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Once the codes were grouped by like terms, I developed a name for the category to 

describe the phenomena the terms had in common (Elo & Kyngas, 2007). As illustrated earlier 

the terms in group two were placed together because they described situations or circumstances 

that happened as the result of war; thus, the categorization name was “impacts of war”.  

The final step in the organization stage was to further reduce the categories through the 

process of abstraction. In this step, I considered the connections between the categories. For 

example, the categories of common core state standards, long term targets, and big ideas were 

grouped together based on their common trait of featuring learning objectives and goals. After 

several rounds of reduction, I reduced the groupings into three main categories, 1) emphasis on 

standards, 2) emphasis on tradition, and 3) limited representation of identities and experiences. 

The main category emphasis on standards included categories that related to learning outcomes. 

The main category standard teaching and learning practices features categories that relate to 

traditional ELA teaching practices. The main category limited representation of identities and 

experiences included category groups that relate to identifying factors and circumstances present 

in the curriculum. Figure 3.2 displays an example of the abstraction process. The process began 

with the coding units (on the right) and ended with the main category (on the left).  
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Figure 3.2: Example of Abstraction Process   

 

Reporting. The reporting stage of the current study was completed through a description 

of the coding, grouping, categorization, and abstraction process in great detail (Elo & Kyngas, 

2007). The abstraction process revealed three main categories. I attached each main category to 

one of the study’s research questions. Emphasis on standards and standard teaching and 

learning practices were attached to the first research question and limited representation of 

identities and experiences was attached to the second research question. A tree diagram for each 

main category is included in Appendix D to show the hierarchical progression of codes to main 

category categorization.   

Trustworthiness  

An essential aspect of qualitative content analysis is providing transparency for the 

audience; researchers accomplish this through methods of trustworthiness. Hesse-Biber and 
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Leavy (2011) stress the importance of this practice when stating, "validity is a process whereby 

the research earns the confidence of the reader. Trustworthiness takes the place of truth" (p. 48). 

From describing my research process to the manner in which I collect, code, and analyze data to 

my detailed descriptions in the findings and discussion chapters, it will be essential to earn the 

confidence of my audience. 

 I ensured trustworthiness by using previously vetted instruments, including a piloting 

coding stage, and transparency through rich description (Elo & Kyngas, 2007). Additionally, I 

will employ the methods of reflexivity and inter-coder reliability (DeCuir-Gunby, 2008). Content 

analysis rests on the researcher's interpretations (DeJulio et al., 2021); thus, it will be imperative 

that I examine my own beliefs and judgments and how they influence my interpretations. The 

CARDA framework includes this practice during step three. I conducted inter-counter reliability 

by asking two expert peers to code small data portions in each phase (DeCuir-Gunby, 2008).  

Chapter Summary  

This chapter began by providing the purpose and research questions, followed by an 

argument for the use of critical content analysis. The chapter outlined the two phases of research. 

Phase one consisted of a text audit following the framework of the notable children’s and young 

adult book organization, the CCBC. Phase two consisted of a discourse analysis following the 

CARDA framework (Laughter & Hurst, 2022). Chapter IV presents the research findings and 

chapter V presents the conclusions, discussions, and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS  

The purpose of this study was to analyze the EL Education middle school ELA 

curriculum through a critical lens to examine its composition and the extent to which the 

curriculum materials of focus represented students’ culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds. This chapter provides a detailed description of the findings that emerged from the 

qualitative critical content analysis conducted on the curriculum materials (e.g., lesson plans, unit 

overviews, student workbook pages, assessments). The research questions investigated were:  

1. How does EL Education curriculum position the teaching of middle school English 

Language Arts? 

2. What perspectives are positioned within the curriculum? 

a. Are there lived experiences that are privileged? If so, whose are omitted? 

b. Are there voices that are centered? If so, whose voices are omitted?  

To investigate the research questions the analysis focused on the curriculum materials 

and texts for the three middle-school grade-level bands. These documents included the grade-

level overviews, unit overviews, lesson plans (i.e., supplemental texts, assessments, and rubrics), 

and the student workbook pages for modules one through four. The grade level overviews, unit 

overviews, lesson plans, and student workbook pages for each lesson were downloaded. The 

overviews and lesson plans were saved separately. The lesson plan document file included the 

teacher instructions, lesson plan, and the student workbook pages associated with the lesson. 

Table 4.1 displays the number of documents included in the analysis, listed by document type.  
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Table 4.1 Documents Included in Analysis  

Overviews Lesson Plans  

6-8 curriculum Overview: 1 

Grade Level Overview: 3 

Unit Overview: 36  

6th grade: 157 

7th grade: 157 

8th grade: 159 

Total documents: 40  Total documents: 473 

 

Only one code was applied per coding unit. Codes were applied once per document 

unless the code was used in a different capacity. For example, one document might include an 

exit ticket and essay which would be coded separately (formative vs. summative assessment). A 

set of text-dependent questions within one activity would be coded once. A code was applied 

twice on the lesson plan file if it appeared separately in the teacher-facing portion and student-

facing portion of the document. The teacher-facing and student-facing portions were tagged with 

a label so they could be sorted.  

As described in Chapter 3, coding units were identified through an inductive open coding 

process and assigned a code name. Through the process of abstraction, groups of codes were 

combined by similar features until no further reduction could take place. The abstraction process 

revealed three main categories, emphasis on standards, standard teaching and learning 

practices, and limited representation of identity and experiences. Each of the three main 

categories connected to one of the two main research questions listed above. Figure 4.1 provides 

a summary of the key findings revealed through the analysis process and described throughout 

this chapter.   

 



106 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Summary of Key Findings 

The Teaching and Learning of ELA 

Research question one focuses on the position of teaching middle school ELA through EL 

Education. All codes applicable to this question were organized into main categories to 

understand how the curriculum influences the teaching and learning of ELA. Data that did not 

directly answer this question are not included in this portion of findings. Based on the emergent 

codes from the abstraction process, data were organized into two main categories: emphasis on 

standards and standard teaching and learning practices. 

Emphasis on standards 

The first main category describes and organizes data evidence related to using standards 

in ELA teaching and learning. “Standards” in this context refers to the learning objectives for 

each grade-level, unit, and individual learning segments. Table 4.2 displays the level two 

subcategories found within the main category.  
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Table 4.2: Subcategories of Emphasis on Standards  

Subcategory Level 

Two  

Subcategory  

Level One  

Category  Code  

Nationally used 

standards  

Common Core State 

Standards  

Next Generation 

Science Standards  

NYS Social Studies 

Common Core  

CCSS.RL 

CCSS.RI 

CCSS.W 

CCSS.SL 

CCSS.L 

NGSS 

NYSSCC 

Science and 

Engineering Practices  
 

 

EL Education learning 

objectives  

Long term targets 

Supporting targets 

Big Ideas 

Guiding Questions  

Long term 

targets 

Supporting 

targets 

Big Ideas 

Guiding 

Questions 

Long term targets 

Supporting targets 

Big Ideas 

Guiding Questions 

 

 

 

Assessment of 

learning  

Formative  

Summative  

Written response  

Speaking and 

listening  

Research  

Writing Piece 

Essay  

Multimodal  

Exit ticket  

Seminar  

Research simulation  

Two-voice poem  

Argumentative essay  

Visual essay  

 

 

 

 

Nationally used standards. The subcategory of nationally used standards describes the 

use of common grade-level learning objectives not relating to a specific state or region. The data 

evidence reveals a reliance on CCSS. Coding units such as “CCSS RL.6.6. Explain how an 

author develops the point of view of the narrator or speaker in a text” (Grade 6 Curriculum map, 

p.8) was coded with the label CCSS and occurred 513 times across the teacher-facing materials. 

Codes for Next Generation Science Standards and New York State Schools Common Core K-8 

Social Studies framework were present as well but with a very low frequency (code frequency of 

three each). Thus, the CCSS determines the learning goals and objectives as well as what skills 

to focus on.   
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EL Education learning objectives. The codes contained in this category refers to any 

data that reflects an emphasis on objectives written by the company and are specific to the EL 

Education curriculum. The data in this level two subcategory revealed four codes; long term 

targets, supporting targets, big ideas, and guiding questions. The data coded as long term targets 

were learning objectives tied to the CCSS, while data coded as supporting targets contributed to 

the mastery of the long term target. These codes describe learning objectives that were written by 

EL Education and are written in the student-friendly language (such as “I Can” statements). The 

code “big ideas” describes the EL Education skill and the code “guiding questions” relate to 

what one might learn from the overall theme of the unit.  

Table 4.3 displays an example of a coding unit, as well as the frequency in which the 

codes appeared across the materials. Long term targets and supporting targets were present in 

every unit overview and lesson plan document. The guiding questions and big ideas were only 

present in the unit overview documents. Long term targets, supporting targets, big ideas, and 

guiding questions were consistently present in the lesson plans and unit overviews.  

Table 4.3: Example of EL Education Learning Objective Codes   

Code Example of Coding Unit  Frequency  

Long Term 

Target  

With support from peers and adults, I can use a writing process 

to produce clear and coherent writing. (W.6.5) (Grade 6 Module 

4 Unit 3 Overview) 

510 

Supporting 

Target  

I can analyze a model position paper for topic and argument” 

was coded as a supporting target (Grade 6 Module 4 Unit 3 

Overview) 

510 

Big Ideas Creating a strong writing piece involves prewriting, planning, 

drafting, revising, and editing. (Grade 7 Module 4 Unit 3 

Overview, p.1) 

39 

Guiding 

Questions  

Should screen time be limited? Why or why not? (Grade 7 

Module 4 Unit 3 Overview, p.1) 

39 
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The data analysis revealed a frequent emphasis on the CCSS. The standards were consistently 

tied to the learning objectives as each long term target and supporting targets are rooted in a 

CCSS. Through a critical lens, this demonstrates the power dynamics present between EL 

Education and the teachers implementing the curriculum. EL Education designates the standards 

that are used in developing the modules, therefore determining what skills are worth knowing. 

That is, teachers are unable to choose learning objectives based on the particular needs of their 

students. EL Education’s selection of standards and frequency privileges some skills over others. 

For example, in the sixth-grade curriculum, great emphasis is placed on citing text evidence 

(CCSS RI.6.1 and RL.6.1). This emphasis is present in three of the four modules. Whereas the 

speaking and listening skill of presenting claims and findings in a logical sequenced manner is 

only present in one module. Students are provided limited opportunities for developing their 

confidence in the oral presentation of ideas and arguments.  

Assessment of Learning. The final level two subcategory, assessment of learning, 

pertained to codes focused on student mastery of the long-term targets. The assessments were 

either a demonstration of progress towards mastery or demonstration of mastery of the learning 

objective. These codes provided further evidence of the importance placed on standards which 

are the basis for the assessments.  

The data evidence revealed the level one categories of summative and formative 

assessment. Formative assessments evaluated students’ progress toward mastery of skills and 

took place informally throughout the unit. Codes relating to formative assessment were used 254 

times across the three grade-levels. Types of formative assessment included written response, 

speaking and listening, and research. Table 4.4 displays the codes for each category and the 

number of times the code appeared in the teacher-facing and student-facing documents. The most 
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frequent code, short constructed responses, include activities such as entrance and exit tickets, 

homework questions, and responses to images.  

Table 4.4: Frequency of Formative Assessments  

Written Response  Speaking and Listening  Research  

Extended response  36 Roundtable discussion  12 Gathering relevant info  4 

Short constructed response  118 Research simulation  6 

Graphic organizer 64 Seminar  8 Reading Research  6 

On-demand essay  6 MLA 2 

 

Summative assessments evaluated students’ mastery of the learning objectives and skills 

and occurred at the end of the unit or module. The level one category of summative assessments 

included codes such as writing piece, essay, multimodal response, and research. In combination, 

these categories were coded 170 times across the three grade levels. The most frequently used 

codes pertained to essays and appeared 97 times across the three grade levels. Position paper, 

scaffolded essay, scaffolded narrative, argumentative essay, and research paper are examples of 

codes in this category.  

The analysis revealed assessments play an important role within the curriculum. Students 

were tasked with demonstrating their mastery of concepts and skills predominately through 

writing-based assessments. Alternative modes, such as visual and speaking and listening 

assessments, still included a writing component. To prepare for an oral presentation, students 

developed their argument through writing. In another instance, in module four of the seventh 

grade, students created a visual representation of their position regarding whether or not 
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adolescents under 18 should be allowed to use Facebook. For a gallery walk, students were 

instructed to choose images to represent their arguments present in a position paper on the same 

topic.  

From a critical standpoint, the data revealed limited opportunities for demonstrating 

learning in modes other than writing prose. For example, there was a noteworthy lack of 

composition in the forms of audio recordings, video, infographics, or digital platforms (e.g., 

website, apps, blog). Historically, assessment of learning has privileged the dominant white 

culture, while l others (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Nevertheless, assessments, particularly for 

BIPOC communities, should be designed in a manner that allows students to demonstrate 

mastery in a variety of ways; EL Education’s curriculum does not allow for this.  

Standard Teaching and Learning Practices 

Traditionally, the study of ELA has focused on students’ practice and mastery of reading, 

writing, speaking and listening skills. These skills have been taught by way of engaging students 

with the study of literature, nonfiction, poetry, and drama. The CCSS, adopted in states across 

the US, structured their standards around these traditions. Additionally, the CCSS (2014) added 

an emphasis on the following skills,  

1. Regular practice with complex text and their academic language (para.1)  

2. Reading, writing, and speaking grounded in evidence from texts (para. 2)  

3. Building knowledge through content-rich nonfiction (para. 3) 

Curriculum developers, such as EL Education, have based their programs on standards and 

standard teaching and learning practices. Looking across the instructional practices positioned by 

EL Education on the teaching of ELA, coding units involved ideas such as text choice, theme, 

ELA skills featured, and teaching practices. After grouping the codes and reducing the 
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categories, the subcategories of texts privileged, interdisciplinary themes, emphasis on reading 

and writing, and scripted instruction were formed.  

Text Privileged. The codes present within the level two subcategory of text privileged 

pertain to the genre, publication date, and text structure. The categories and codes consider the 

types of texts students interact with during the daily core instruction. Table 4.5 illustrates how 

codes were grouped and categories were reduced until they reached level two subcategory of 

text.  

Table 4.5: Subcategories of Text Privileged   

Subcategory Level Two  Subcategory  

Level One  

Category  Code  

Text Privileged  Genre  Fiction  

Nonfiction  

Fantasy  

Realistic  

Historical  

Graphic Novel  

Informational  

Autobiography  

Speech  

Publication date Before 20th century  

Early to mid 20th century  

Early to mid 21st century  

1800s 

1900s 

1990s 

2000s 

2010s  

Text Structure Modality  

Readability 

Format 

Linear 

Nonlinear 

Print-based 

Image 

Video 

Prose 

Verse  

Above Lexile range 

In Lexile range 

Below Lexile range  
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Genre. The codes present in the level one subcategory of genre are related through the 

features used to classify texts. Codes were classified as fiction, stories created from the 

imagination and nonfiction, and texts that feature true events or informational facts. Table 4.6 

displays the percentage of fiction and nonfiction read by grade-level and the curriculum overall. 

Across the entire middle school band, 79% of texts, anchor and supplemental, were coded as 

nonfiction.  

Table 4.6: Genre of Anchor and Supplemental Texts  

  Fiction Nonfiction 

6th-grade Anchor (n=7) 6 (86%) 1 (14%) 

Supplemental 

(n=36) 

8 (22%) 27 (75%) 

Total (n=43) 10 (23%) 28 (65%) 

7th-grade Anchor (n=4) 2 (50%) 2 (50%) 

Supplemental 

(n=43) 

7 (16%) 36 (84%) 

Total (n=47) 9 (19%) 38 (81%) 

8th-grade Anchor (n=7) 2 (29%) 5 (71%) 

Supplemental 

(n=42) 

3 (7%) 39 (93%) 

Total (n=49) 5 (10%) 44 (90%) 

Overall  Total (n=139) 28 (20%) 110 (79%) 

 

Student engagement opportunities with fiction decreases as they move up in grade level. In sixth-

grade 86% of anchor texts were coded as fiction compared to 29% in eighth grade. Table 4.7 

displays the sub-genres of the anchor texts. Texts could be double-coded to account for multiple 

themes or features. For example, World Without Fish appears as both an informational text and a 

graphic novel because the text contains both elements. Inside Out and Back Again is coded as 

both historical fiction and poetry because the author illustrates the main character Ha’s journey 

of fleeing war-torn Vietnam through the use of verse.  
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Table 4.7: Sub-genres of Anchor Texts 

Genre Sub-genre  Overall  6th grade 7th grade 8th grade 

 
n=text n=18 n=7 n=4 n=7 

Fiction  Fantasy  2 (11%) 1 (14%) 
 

1 (14%) 

Fiction  Realistic  4 (33%) 4 (57%) 
  

Fiction  Historical  4 (33%) 1 (14%) 2 (50%)  1 (14%) 

Fiction  Graphic Novel  1 (6%) 1 (14%) 
  

Fiction  Poetry 3 (17%) 2 (29%) 
 

1 (14%) 

Fiction  Drama 2 (11%) 1 (14%) 
 

1 (14%) 

Nonfiction  Historical 5 (27%) 
 

2 (50%)  3 (43%) 

Nonfiction Informational 3 (17%) 1 (14%) 
 

4 (29%)  

Nonfiction Autobiography/memoir  3 (17%) 
 

1 (25%) 2 (29%) 

Nonfiction Speech 1 (6%) 
 

1 (25%) 
 

 

The data analysis revealed a strong overall emphasis on nonfiction text within EL Education’s 

curriculum materials. Nonfiction anchor and supplemental texts dominate the curriculum as a 

whole as well as in the individual grade-levels. The data revealed limited opportunities for 

students to engage with fiction, especially creative genres such as fantasy. Students read works 

of fantasy in the first module of sixth-grade and then not again until their eighth grade year. The 

data revealed that the fiction texts are primarily made up of realistic fiction (33%) and historical 

fiction (17%). Additionally, across fiction and nonfiction, 33% of anchor texts were coded as 

historical, revealing a strong interdisciplinary connection with Social Studies. Through a critical 

lens, the data demonstrated heavy emphasis on historical fiction and informational text, limiting 

opportunities for students to read contemporary and other relevant fiction based on their lived 

experiences, cultures, and communities.  
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Publication date. The codes present in the level one subcategory of publication date 

capture the time period the text was published. All curriculum texts, anchor and supplemental, 

were published prior to 2013. Codes were categorized by the century in which the text was 

published. 22% of anchor texts and 5% of supplemental texts were coded with a publication date 

prior to the 20th century. 11% of anchor texts and 12% of supplemental texts were coded with a 

publication date of the early to mid-20th century. 17% of anchor texts and 20% of supplemental 

text were coded with a publication date of the late 20th century. 67% of anchor texts and 64% of 

supplemental texts were coded with a publication date of the early 21st century. In seventh-

grade, 75% of the anchor texts were published before 1995, nearly three decades removed from 

the context in which they are being used. The seventh-grade supplemental texts provided 

students with an opportunity to read more recent work. The fourth module, focused on screen 

time, is composed solely of supplemental text– 100% of which were published after the year 

2000. In some cases, the publication dates of supplemental texts were difficult to determine due 

to no dated reference in the curriculum materials or disabled links in the unit overview.  

In several instances, students are learning about current issues (sustainability of the 

oceans, pesticides and insecticides, the food supply, impact of technology on development) with 

outdated resources and texts. For example, in the sixth-grade module on sustaining the oceans, 

students are directed to an informational text that contains the following statement, “In 2009, 

WWF (World Wildlife Foundation) predicted that without drastic measures, Atlantic bluefin will 

disappear by 2012” (Grade 6 Module 3 Unit 3 Lesson 3 Workbook). The prediction made by the 

WWF is currently ten years out of date. The data revealed the nonfiction articles about science 

were current in 2014; however, nearly all of the other texts could barely pass as contemporary. 

Given that the 2017 curriculum is still in use, all of the anchor texts are more than ten years old. 
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The data revealed students have no opportunity to learn from current and relevant literature and 

nonfiction texts. 

Text Structure. The codes present within the level one subcategory of text structure 

capture the nature of how the anchor and supplemental texts are constructed and consumed by 

students. The code categories include text modality, readability, and format. 83% of anchor texts 

were coded as prose. 17% of anchor texts were coded as verse. One sixth-grade anchor text, 

World Without Fish, was coded as both graphic novel and prose as it contained a graphic novel 

at the end of each informational chapter. Similarly, one eighth grade text, Little Rock Girl 1957, 

was coded as an image and prose. The text contained written content, but the focal point was the 

photograph of Elizabeth Eckford trying to enter school during segregation. The supplemental 

texts offered a slightly wider range of modes with the inclusion of video clips. 5% of 

supplemental texts were coded as video, 6% were coded as verse, and 89% were coded as prose. 

The use of images was dispersed throughout the modules as a way to form predictions about a 

topic or as a paired text to a nonfiction piece.  

The level one subcategory of readability included codes to represent the rigor and text 

complexity present within the curriculum. Sixth-grade texts ranged from 650L to 1440L, 

seventh-grade texts ranged from 720L to 1820L, and eighth-grade texts ranged from 610L to 

1710L. 100% of the anchor texts in seventh-grade were coded as fell below range for the 

“college and career ready” Lexile range, while 100% of the supplemental texts were coded as 

falls within range or falls above range.  

The level one subcategory of format included codes that considered the chronological 

format of the text, as well as the publication format. 99% of texts were coded as a linear format. 

Two non-linear texts were coded in the sixth-grade materials, both collections of concrete poems 
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that could be read in any order or in isolation. Additionally, the words on the page did not follow 

the standard right to left format. 

100% of the anchor texts were coded as print-based. Anchor texts are purchased as 

handheld novels and supplemental texts that are provided as PDF documents and distributed to 

the students within the workbook pages or printed by the teacher. Students only have the 

opportunity to engage with images or videos when they are provided by the teacher (e.g., 

watching a Ted Talk as a whole class). There were no instances of engagement with real-world 

texts (e.g., apps, social media, memes, podcasts) coded in the curriculum texts and materials.  

Furthermore, the data revealed the majority of texts read by students are print-based and 

feature prose writing. Seventh-grade students only read verse through the supplemental texts. 

Additionally, the data revealed that students have limited opportunities to engage with 

multimodal texts and develop the skills necessary to read and write through digital platforms, 

especially texts that do not follow a traditional chronological format. Through a critical lens, the 

data revealed limited opportunities for students to develop digital literacy skills. Without access 

to digital opportunities, this widens the gap for economically disadvantaged students already 

impacted by the digital divide.  

Interdisciplinary Themes. The codes present in the category of interdisciplinary themes 

describe the text characteristics and content learning found in each module. The codes were 

grouped by the categories of classical literature, social studies topics, and science topics. The 

category of classical literature contains codes that relate to the work of Shakespeare, the hero’s 

journey and mythology. The category of social studies contains codes that represent major 

historical events and movements. The category of science topics contains codes that center on 
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environmental issues or human development. Table 4.8 displays the process of grouping and 

categorizing codes.  

Table 4.8: Subcategories of Interdisciplinary Theme  

Subcategory Level 

Two  

Subcategory  

Level One  

Category  Code  

Interdisciplinary 

Themes  

Classical Literature Mythology  

Hero’s Journey  

Comedy  

Greek Mythology  

Hero’s Journey  

Shakespeare (Control)  

Social Studies 

Topics 

Historical events 

Historical 

movements  

Civil Rights movement  

Slavery in America  

Vietnam War  

Sudanese War  

Industrial Revolution  

Farmworker’s 

movement  

Science Topics Human 

development  

Environmental 

issues  

Screen time  

Sustaining the oceans 

Pesticides  

Sustaining the food 

supply  

 

Further, Table 4.9 illustrates the presence of each topic by grade-level (n= one module). 

In sixth grade, students explore the themes and topics of Greek mythology, adversity and the 

Middle Ages, sustainability and the oceans, and the benefits and risks of pesticide use. As 

indicated in Table 4.9, sixth grade students spend 50% of the school year learning about science 

related topics. In seventh grade, students learn about the topics and themes of journey home, 

working conditions, powerful stories: slavery in America, and screen time and the teenage brain. 

Seventh-grade students spend 75% of the school year learning about social studies-related topics. 

Eighth-grade students examine the themes and topics of war and refugees, control, the Civil 

Rights Movement, and sustainability and food supply. During the eighth-grade year, students 

spend 50% of their time learning about social studies topics.  
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The data revealed a strong connection to the content areas of Science and Social Studies. 

The data reveals there are few opportunities for students to read and study literature across the 

three grade levels. A large majority, 50% of the entire middle school curriculum, is centered 

around historical events. 

Table 4.9: Module Themes by Grade-Level  

Related Topic 6th-grade 7th-grade 8th-grade Total  
 

n=4 n=4 n=4 n=12 

Classic Literature  1 (25%)  
 

1 (25%)  2 (17%) 

Social Studies 1 (25%)  3 (75%)  2 (50%)  6 (50%)  

Science 2 (50%)  1 (25%)  1 (25%)  4 (33%) 

 

From a critical standpoint, the data revealed several points. First, the data reveals a 

Eurocentric orientation. The historical events and time periods chosen reflect the dominant white 

cultural perspective (e.g., Middle Ages, Greek culture, Industrial Revolution etc.…). The first 

module of the sixth-grade curriculum exclusively centers on Greek mythology rather than pairing 

the unit anchor text with genres such as folklore from African American, Indigenous, or Latinx 

communities. Due to the nature of the themes and topics chosen, there are limited opportunities 

for students to explore culture, art, or everyday life of everyday people through a lens of joy 

(Love, 2019). The themes and topics chosen by EL Education do not present as an issue 

individually but, taken in totality, center on the underlying theme of struggle and privilege, the 

dominant white perspective.  

Emphasis on Reading and Writing. The codes present within the level two subcategory 

of emphasis on reading and writing pertain to the skills developed and mastered through 

interacting with the lesson content, activities, and materials. The level one subcategories consist 
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of reading, writing, speaking and listening, research, and language. Table 4.10 displays the 

process of grouping and categorizing codes. This topic yielded a large number of codes. Table 

4.10 displays examples of codes in each category but is not exhaustive.  

 

Table 4.10: Subcategories of Emphasis on Reading and Writing 

 

Subcategory Level 

Two  

Subcategory  

Level One  

Category  Example of Codes  

Emphasis on Reading 

and Writing   

Reading  Text evidence  

Text-dependent 

questions  

Cite textual evidence 

(R.I./R.L. )  

Draw inferences  

Determine theme  

Analyze text features  

Author’s purpose 

Writing  Argumentative  

Narrative 

Explanatory  

Dialogue 

Pacing  

Transitions  

Clear reasons 

Supporting evidence 

Speaking and 

Listening  

Discussion  

Oral presentation  

World Cafe  

Seminar discussion  

Effective public 

speaking  
 

Research  Synthesis  

Citing Sources 

Credible sources   

Research process  

Research graphic 

organizers  

Reading for research  

Summarizing research  

Evaluating sources  

MLA  
 

Language  Grammar  

Vocabulary  

Active and passive 

voice 

Conditional 

Subjunctive  

Figurative Language  

Words in context  

Inferencing meaning  

Word relationships  
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Reading. Codes in the level one subcategory of reading focus on the skills used in reading 

modes of text. Codes pertaining to reading were present in 100% of curriculum materials 

(teacher and student facing). Coding units range from lower-order thinking skills such as reading 

to answer text-dependent questions to higher-order thinking skills such as using evidence from a 

text to support a claim or to problem-solve an issue. The code citing text evidence was present in 

38% of lesson materials (teacher and student facing). The high frequency of the code is due to 

the presence of the concept in both the reading literature and reading informational text standards 

“cite the textual evidence that most strongly supports an analysis of what the text says explicitly 

as well as inferences drawn from the text” (CCSS R.L.6.1, R.L.7.1, R.L.8.1, R.I.6.1, R.I.7.1, 

R.I.8.1). Other codes present in this category are but are not limited to, determining theme, 

analyzing author’s craft, analyze plot, compare and contrast multiple modes, trace and evaluate 

an argument, and analyze text features.  

Writing. Similar to the subcategory of reading, the level one subcategory of writing was 

present in 100% of curriculum materials (teacher and student facing). Relevant codes in this 

category pertained to students' use of writing as well as writing to express their understanding 

and ideas surrounding a topic. Types of writing assignments were coded as narrative, 

argumentative, or explanatory. Table 4.11 displays the percentage of major writing assignments 

by type of writing.   

Table 4.11: Types of Writing by Grade-Level  

 
Sixth-grade  Seventh-grade Eighth-grade 

Argumentative  33% 30% 42% 

Explanatory  33% 40% 42% 

Narrative  22% 30% 16% 
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Lessons coded as narrative writing aimed to develop student's use of narrative techniques 

such as dialogue, pacing, and description.  Lessons coded as argumentative writing included 

practices such as organizing ideas around a topic, using clear reasons and evidence, supporting 

claims with logical reasoning, making counterclaims, and using appropriate style and format. 

Lessons coded as explanatory included learning opportunities such as examine topics and convey 

ideas on topic, use facts, details, definitions, and quotes, and use of transitions. Additionally, 

lessons coded on writing instruction included elements of the writing process such as developing 

ideas in a graphic organizer, peer editing, self-assessment using the rubric, and revising.   

Speaking and Listening. The level one subcategory of speaking and listening contained 

codes relating to the range of skills and application of effective communication. Coding units 

included skills practice such as building off the ideas of others in a seminar discussion, using 

effective public speaking techniques, and presenting claims in a coherent manner. Sixth-grade 

students had the opportunity to develop speaking and listening skills in three of the four modules. 

Codes pertaining to speaking and listening were more frequent in module two than in any other 

module. Speaking and listening skills were coded 42 times in teacher-facing materials 

(overviews and lesson plans) and 22 times in student-facing materials. Conversely, seventh and 

eighth-grade students did not engage with speaking and listening skills until the last half of the 

instructional year as codes only appeared in modules three and four. Additionally, code 

frequencies revealed a lack of presence. In seventh-grade, speaking and listening skills were 

coded 16 times in the teacher-facing materials and 12 times in the student-facing materials. In 

eighth grade, the code appeared 18 times in teacher-facing materials and 14 times in student-

facing materials.  
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Research. Codes in the level one subcategory of research pertained to the research skills 

developed through the lesson activities and materials. Research-related codes were present in 

37% of teacher-facing materials (lessons, unit overviews, and grade level overviews) and 28% of 

the student-facing materials (workbook pages, assessments, and rubrics). The lessons focus on 

research skills such as reading for research, MLA formatting, and citations, evaluating sources, 

and synthesizing information from sources. A common element coded through the three grade-

level modules were the “research graphic organizers,” where students recorded information on 

the source, the information or quotes, and how the information answered the research question.  

Language. The level one subcategory of language contained codes pertaining to 

conventions of English, spelling, vocabulary, and knowledge of language. The code of grammar 

was primarily present in mini-lessons before a summative writing assignment. The mini-lessons 

were embedded in the context of the anchor text. For example, students practice the skill of 

condition and subjunctive mood with sentences about the anchor text, “on the line, identify 

whether the sentences from A Mighty Long Way are in the conditional or subjunctive mood” 

(Grade 8 Module 3 Unit 2 Lesson 19). Similarly, earlier in the module, students identified active 

and passive voices in a supplemental text of a speech given by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Codes 

pertaining to vocabulary instruction were present throughout the units and were primarily found 

when a new topic or anchor text was introduced. Vocabulary instruction took place in the context 

of the anchor and supplemental texts and focused on determining or clarifying meaning, prefixes 

and suffixes, inferencing meaning, and understanding word relationships and figurative 

language.  

The data revealed a strong emphasis on the skills of reading and writing. Additionally, 

the data revealed reading and writing as interconnected practices. Writing opportunities were 
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rooted in the anchor and supplemental texts. Subsequently, the data revealed that the lessons 

provide opportunities for students to demonstrate their understanding of the anchor and 

supplemental texts through written responses. Through a critical lens, the data revealed several 

points. First, the curriculum positions all learners as the same, operating at the same level and 

having the same (white) experiences. Students do not read and interact with texts in the same 

way. Positioning the teaching of ELA from this perspective discounts not only the unique needs 

and interests of students but what they have to offer. Second, the data revealed no opportunities 

for students to engage in the act of counterstorytelling or (re)production of texts to mirror their 

own experiences, cultures, and interests. Third, the data revealed an emphasis on “standard” 

English and academic language. The language instruction in the lessons promotes the preferred 

language of school while discounting at-home languages of various cultures. Additionally, all 

lesson materials (workbook pages, anchor, and supplemental texts) are written in English; 

therefore, English must be used in order to engage with the curriculum.  

Scripted Instruction. The level two subcategory of scripted instruction focuses on the 

actual teaching of the content. The detailed lesson plans provide specific teaching strategies and 

guidance for scaffolded support. Additionally, the lessons prescribe the actions, talk, and 

listening of teachers. Due to the detail of the lessons, this topic yielded a large number of codes, 

Table 4.12 displays examples of codes in each category but is not exhaustive.  

Table 4.12: Subcategories of Scripted Instruction  

Subcategory Level 

Two  

Subcategory  

Level One  

Category  Example of Codes  

Scripted Instruction  Teaching 

strategies 

Whole-class  

Independent  

Discussion  

Collaborative  

Prediction/Brainstorming  

Text-dependent 

questions 

Gallery Walk  

Think-Pair-Share  

Visual imagery  
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Table 4.12 (Continued)  

 

 

Scaffolded 

Support 

Student support  

Teacher support  

Graphic organizers  

Modeling 

Suggestions for practice 

Prescription Controlled choice  

Scripted teaching 

Protocols and Routines  

Choice of independent 

reading book 

Choice of format  

Choice of topic  

Scripted talk  

Scripted listening  

Scripted actions  

 

Teaching Strategies. The level one subcategory of teaching strategies contained codes 

focused on practices and pedagogy determined by the curriculum for teaching the skills of ELA. 

Coding units were grouped by the following relationships: whole-class instruction, independent 

practice, collaborative learning, and activating prior knowledge. A typical lesson period is 

divided into four parts, the opening, instruction, work time, and closing and assessment. During 

the lesson opening, students are assigned an entry task, and codes such as entrance tickets are 

present. The opening segment of the lesson concludes with the unpacking or revisiting of 

learning targets. This task was frequently coded as it appears in every lesson plan document.  

During the lesson, instruction is provided by the teacher in the form of direct instruction. 

The teacher is directed to provide background information, activate prior knowledge, and 

generate interest through prediction and brainstorming activities. The section allocated for work 

time included opportunities for whole-class activities, independent practice/work, or 

collaborative groups. Activities coded as whole-class included opportunities for discussion (turn 

and talk, fish bowl), gallery walks, and jigsaw readings. Activities coded as independent work 

included answering text-dependent questions and time to work on writing assignments. Activities 

coded as collaborative group work included creating a collaborative brochure to display research 
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findings, answer text-dependent questions, and give each other feedback. The lesson ends with a 

closing and formative assessment of learning. Activities coded as exit tickets and launch of 

homework assignments were included.  

Scaffolded Learning. Codes in the level one subcategory of scaffolded support related to 

instructional practices that support student learning and support the practice of teachers. Codes 

related to student support included graphic organizers, modeling, and visual images. A frequent 

source of support for students throughout the workbook pages was graphic organizers to process 

ideas and record information. Graphic organizers were included in all of the prewriting activities 

for summative writing assignments. Additionally, graphic organizers were used to process new 

vocabulary and events of the anchor and supplement texts.  

The code of modeling was present in two ways. First, the code of modeling appeared in 

instances where the teacher is instructed to model for students how to complete an activity. For 

example, the completed first row of a graphic organizer to model appropriate answers. Second, 

the code of modeling appeared in the writing process through the use of Model essays. In this 

capacity, the code appeared 36 times across teacher-facing materials and 36 times across student-

facing materials. This code was representative of instances where the teacher provided an 

example of what the summative assessment looked like in its completed form. Under the 

guidance of the teacher, students examined the model essay to identify strategies such as how the 

author used certain words to convey mood or tone or how the author used text evidence to 

support their claim or thinking. Through the protocol of “painted essay,” students color-coded 

ideas directly on the text. In other formats, the teacher guides students through the model essay 

and directs them to capture the exemplar on a graphic organizer, as shown in the following 

workbook pages,   
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Use this Main Idea/Claim note-catcher to get the gist when you read the model 

position paper. Remember that the main idea and the details are often not just a 

single sentence of the text; rather, they may involve multiple sentences. (Grade 7 

Module 4 Unit 3 Lesson 1)  

 

This method of support is presented through whole-class instruction and is meant to 

benefit all students in the class. 

The code for visual images pertaining to illustrations/images included in the materials to 

support the comprehension of students (e.g., emerging language learners, students with IEPs) 

was limited. For example, the code for visual image appeared only once in the 89 pages of the 

seventh-grade module three unit one student workbook.  

The code of teacher support was present on every lesson plan document (473 times). 

This code was present in the section of the lesson plan called “meeting students' needs.” Here, 

the curriculum provided tips on how to support students’ learning needs. Suggestions included 

statements such as “Reviewing academic vocabulary words benefits all students developing 

academic language” (Grade 8 Module 4 Unit 1 Lesson 13) and “When ELLs are asked to 

produce language, consider providing a sentence frame, sentence starter, or cloze sentence to 

assist with the structure required “(Grade 7 Module 2 Unit 1 Lesson 1).   

Prescription. The level one subcategory prescription contained codes representing the 

system of directives given by the curriculum to implement the curriculum. Category groups 

included controlled choice, scripted teaching, and procedures and routines. Controlled choice 

was found in activities such as allowing students to choose the topic of the argumentative paper 

from a list of options (present in sixteen documents), allowing students to choose an independent 

reading book (present in nine documents), and allowing students to choose their format of 

writing (present in four documents). Scripted teaching was present across 510 teacher-facing 
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documents. The category of scripted teaching includes the codes of scripted talk, scripted 

actions, and scripted listening,   

1. Scripted talk: directing the teacher’s speech, language, and questions through the use of 

say statements   

2. Scripted actions: directing the teacher’s timing and movement.  

3. Scripted listening: directing teachers to listen for specific responses, opinions, or 

questions by students.  

Table 4.13  displays examples of coding units of each type of scripted teaching.  

Table: 4.13 Examples of Scripted Teaching   

Code  Coding Unit  

Scripted 

Talk  

“Can you use the skill of using context clues, or clues found in the text around 

a word, or clues within the word, to help define the word irritable?” (Grade 6 

Module 1 Unit 1 Lesson 4)  

 

 

“Applaud students for their hard work up to this point: Preparing for and 

defending a position (which they may not actually agree with) in the Fishbowl 

takes intellectual effort” (Grade 7 Module 4 Unit 2 Lesson 17)  

Scripted 

Actions  

Prepare quote strips by cutting them into individual quotes. Distribute them to 

students as they walk into the classroom or have waiting on their desks (Grade 

6 Module 2 Unit 1 Lesson 1)  

Scripted 

Listening  

Ask students to turn and talk to a partner about what they think “insightful 

analysis” means. Cold call a few students to share 

out. Listen for: “Claims and reasons should be the most interesting, related, and 

compelling ideas that help prove the argument (Grade 7 Module 4 Unit 3 

Lesson 1).  

     

Additionally, in the category of prescription was the code of protocols and routines. 

Codes grouped within this category were codes that represented the predetermined instructional 

practices and procedures put in place by the curriculum. Protocols and routines were included 
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consistently across the lesson plans. In some cases, protocols and routines are taught in sixth 

grade to lay the basis for use in seventh and eighth grades. The codes for protocols and routines 

appeared 352 times across the lesson plan documents (e.g., equity sticks, fist-to-five). 

Additionally, codes for protocols and routines appeared 100 times across student-facing 

materials, exclusively in directions (e.g., “use your evidence flags to mark unknown words”, 

“refer to the anchor chart”).  

The data reveals a repetitive nature of skills practice. For example, in sixth grade module 

three, instruction for five lessons in a row solely focuses on answering text-dependent questions. 

Additionally, the data revealed that students with specific learning needs are provided limited 

opportunities for support. The support is targeted at all students, not at the specific differentiation 

needs that are present in a classroom. The data revealed limited support for teachers in the 

instructional materials. General statements were listed in the margins instead of concrete steps 

for how to differentiate instruction to meet the needs of students. The data revealed that 

instruction in EL Education’s middle school ELA curriculum is scripted. Prescriptions of 

teaching were overwhelmingly present in teacher-facing materials through scripted talk, actions, 

and listening, as well as in student choice opportunities.  

Through a critical lens, this demonstrates the power dynamics present between EL 

Education and the teachers implementing the curriculum. EL Education designates the teaching 

strategies to implement, how to support students, and how teachers should speak, act and listen. 

A teacher’s professional expertise and understanding of their classroom environment and needs 

have a minimal role. Teachers are unable to choose strategies that work best for their students. 

Additionally, the use of scripted instruction limits opportunities for culturally responsive 

practices such as building relationships and including materials and topics that reflect students’ 
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interests and lived experiences. The strict pacing of the lessons prohibits further exploration and 

limits flexibility.  

Identities and Experiences 

Research question two focused on the lived experiences and perspectives positioned 

within EL Education’s ELA curriculum. All codes that answered this question were organized 

into categories to understand whose lived experiences are privileged and are omitted by the 

curriculum texts and materials. Data that did not directly answer this question are not included in 

this portion of the findings. Based on the emergent codes from the abstraction process, all data 

were reduced to the main category of limited representation of identities and experiences. Within 

the main category, codes were organized into three subcategories 1) identifying factors, 2) 

opportunities to discuss, explore, and engage, and 3) nature of the story. 

Limited Representation of Identities and Experiences 

Lived experiences are influenced by identity and the socialization of identities; these two 

concepts are connected in the analysis and findings pertaining to perspectives, lived experiences, 

and voices within this curriculum. Data were considered from main and supporting character 

identities featured in the anchor and supplemental text as well as the identities featured in lesson 

text (workbook pages).  

Identifying Factors. The first subcategory, identifying factors, contained codes used to 

describe demographics. Included in this subcategory are the categories of biological factors, 

nationality, language experience, and other affiliations. Table 4.14 displays how the codes were 

grouped and categorized.  
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 Table 4.14: Coding Hierarchy of Identifying Factors  

Main Limited Representation of identities and experiences  

Subcategory 

Level II 

 Identifying factors  

Subcategory 

Level I 

Biological 

factors 

Nationality  Language 

Experience 

Other 

affiliations  

Code  Gender  

Race/ethnicity 

Ability  

Citizen  

Immigrant 

Refugee  

Asylum 

Seeker  

Emerging language 

learner  

Native speaker  

Religion  

Politics  

Education  

 

Biological Factors. The first subcategory contains codes for primary identifiers such as 

race/ethnicity, gender, and abilities. The code race and ethnicity were used to present data 

referencing the social construction of identity in the United States based on phenotype.  

For this code, the analysis of the curriculum showed that the anchor texts and the 

connecting lesson plans and activities primarily use one character to represent racial and or 

ethnic groups and their lived experiences. This is then supported by the use of supplemental texts 

and supporting materials which draw on additional experiences of the same racial/ethnic group. 

Across the middle school curriculum, the anchor texts feature six white main characters (50%), 

four Black main characters (34%), one Asian main character, and one Latinx (8%) main 

character. The literature and nonfiction that included a white identity experience featured 

individuals from the United States, England, Greece, and Bosnia. The data offered limited 

instances of multi-racial individuals. The data did not reveal codes for representation of 

Indigenous populations. The data did not reveal any codes for individuals who identify as Middle 

Eastern or Arab. The data did not reveal any codes for Pacific Islander communities. 
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The codes present in the level one subcategory of gender describe the identities that relate 

to the established ideas of male and female. Anchor and supplemental texts featured cis-gendered 

male and female characters and “traditional” gender roles. The language surrounding gender uses 

the male/female binary, as evidenced in the following example from a character development 

lesson, “Who is your refugee? (Age, male/female) Where did he/she come from? (place and 

time)” (Grade 8 Module 1 Unit 3 Lesson 1). The data did not reveal any codes for gender 

nonconformity (e.g., transgender, nonbinary, gender-neutral, etc.) in either the lesson content, 

anchor, and supplemental texts (characters or authors).   

The codes present in the level one subcategory of ability describe the cognitive, physical, 

and emotional abilities of an individual. There were two code instances of cognitive disabilities, 

ADHD and intellectually delayed. The data did not reveal any codes for physical disability. The 

data did not reveal any codes for socio-emotional health. The codes did not reveal any instances 

of chronic illness.  

The codes present in the level one subcategory of nationality describe the birthplace and 

citizenship status of individuals. Two main characters featured in the anchor texts were 

immigrants (refugees). This number rose to sixteen with the inclusion of supplemental texts. The 

anchor texts featured immigrants from Vietnam (eighth grade) and Sudan (seventh grade). The 

supplemental text read in the seventh-grade unit of refugees features immigrants from Bosnia, 

Vietnam, and the Middle East. 85% of the anchor text main characters featured were natural-

born citizens of the United States. Similarly, the majority of the supplemental texts featured 

individuals born in the United States. The data revealed limited instances of codes of first (or 

beyond) generation citizens. Codes related to first-generation citizens were connected to lessons 

featuring Cesar Chavez, who was born in Arizona to a Mexican American family. 
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The codes present in the level one subcategory of language experience describes native 

speakers as well as language acquisition of a new language. 14% of the main characters featured 

in the anchor texts were emerging English language learners. 85% of the main characters 

featured spoke English as their native language. The data revealed limited instances of codes of 

individuals who were born in the United States but spoke the language of their family’s native 

language at home or with their community.  

The codes present in the level one subcategory of other affiliations took into account 

religion, political or social interests, and educational experiences. Although religion was not 

frequently coded, the coding units labeled tended to center on a Christian perspective (e.g., role 

of the church in the Middle Ages, poetry mentioning Jesus). The code activist was applied to five 

instances related to political or social interests. Lessons and texts featuring Michael Pollan 

(author of Omnivore's Dilemma), Noah (Flush), and Rachel Carson were coded as environmental 

activists. Cesar Chavez, Martin Luther King Jr., and Carlotta Walls LaNier were coded as civil 

rights activists. Frederick Douglass was coded as an abolitionist. The code educational 

experiences was used to represent a character’s identity as a learner as well as their challenges 

with school. For example, Lyddie and Frederick Douglass both provided examples of self-taught 

learners. Percy Jackson was described in The Lightning Thief as a “troublemaker” and dyslexic. 

The data reveals there is a limited representation of diverse identities in the curriculum materials. 

Through a critical lens, the data revealed limited opportunities for historically and/or currently 

identity oppressed communities to see themselves. In addition, those who identify with the white 

cis-gender heterosexual experience have little opportunity to learn about identities and cultures 

other than their own. The data reveals that while BIPOC community members take on the role of 

“activist” only in terms of Civil Rights, environmental advocates are white. 
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Opportunities to discuss, explore, and engage. The second level two subcategory focuses 

on the opportunities present in the curriculum to discuss, explore, and engage with identities and 

the construction of identities. Table 4.15 displays how the codes were grouped and categorized.   

Table 4.15: Coding Hierarchy of Opportunities to discuss, explore and engage  

Main Limited Representation of identities and experiences  

Subcategory Level II Opportunities to discuss, explore, and engage 

Subcategory Level I Self-Exploration  Racial Discourse 

Code  Fitting-in  

Relationships  

Defining one’s values 

Choices 

Interests  

Lack of Guidance  

Oversimplification of ideas and language 

Revisionist history  

 

Opportunities to explore identity. The level one subcategory of self-exploration includes 

codes centered around the opportunity to explore and discuss reflection and introspection. 

Identity is an important concept to discuss in the middle years as this age group is developing 

their self-concept. The codes include fitting in, relationships, defining one’s values, and choices. 

The code of fitting-in was present surrounding the text and lesson materials for The Lightning 

Thief and Inside Out and Back Again. In both texts, the main character struggles to fit in because 

they feel different. In both texts, the main characters rely on their relationships with others to 

assist in self-discovery and appreciation. In A Long Walk to Water, Salva’s absence of key 

relationships (e.g., parents, siblings, family members, community) impacts his identity. From the 

traumatic uprooting from his village, his identity became synonymous with his label Lost Boy. 

When marital relationships or sexual identity were determinable, they represented a 

heterosexual lifestyle. The data did not reveal any codes for homosexuality or exploring one’s 
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sexual identity. The data did not reveal any codes for gender nonconformity or exploring one’s 

gender identity.  

Opportunities to discuss and engage in racial discourse. The level one subcategory of 

racial discourse included codes pertaining to the opportunity to hold space for critical 

conversations (e.g., racial inequities and systemic racism). Although four modules have the 

potential for racial discourse, the frequency of this code was limited and in a historical context. 

In the eighth-grade unit on Civil Rights, the code for guidance for racial discourse was present 

once. In the lesson instructions, a statement was included about the possibility of discomfort 

from the lesson content and topic,  

This topic can be a sensitive one for students. Though the more graphic details 

remain hidden here, students will read about violent and discriminatory acts 

against others because of the color of their skin. The central text and other media 

contain racial, divisive language and slurs. Before teaching this lesson, think 

about how you might build on your existing class norms and culture to create a 

space in which students can encounter challenging events and consider the 

questions of race and racism that this unit raises. Be prepared to directly explain 

the historical and present-day context and connotations of words and events. 

(Grade 8 Module 3 Unit 1)  

In the opening instructions, teachers are directed to share the following “say statement” with 

students,  

Make it clear to students that some of what they see and read may make them feel 

uncomfortable. Tell students that it is important that they continue the great work 

they have done so far this year in being sensitive and kind to one another, and to 

be careful and thoughtful as they look over the items. (Grade 8 Module 3 Unit 1 

Lesson 1)  

The same guidance is not offered for any other modules. Module three in the seventh-grade 

curriculum is focused on slavery in the United States. The grade-level overview, unit overviews, 

and lesson plans do not provide adequate background knowledge or guidance on leading 

discourse surrounding racial inequities.  
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Instead, the codes of oversimplification of ideas and language and revisionist history. In 

lesson 2, students complete guided notes in the student workbook on the Triangular Slave Trade. 

The first sentence of the guided notes states, “slaves were brought over from Africa through the 

Triangular Slave Trade”, the oversimplified language of the word “brought” (Grade 7 Module 3 

Unit 1 Lesson 2) the connotation that lessens the trauma of being stolen from your home and 

enslaved. In lesson 3, the background building reading presented in the student workbook states, 

“slavery was an evil found around the world….” simplifying the issue of slavery to one of labor 

(Grade 7 Module 3 Unit 1 Lesson 3). Throughout the workbook, the term “slave” is used instead 

of “enslaved person”, this language places slavery as an identity instead of an experience. The 

code revisionist history was present in lesson four of the same module, the following statement 

was included in a reading presented in the student workbook “slavery was both in the North and 

the South. But slavery did not make much sense in the North”, (Grade 7 Module 3 Unit 1 Lesson 

4). This statement taken at face value implies that a freed person would be safe in the north and 

fully welcomed into society.  

Nature of the story. The final level two subcategory focuses on the nature of the 

experiences shared about each identity that appears in the curriculum. At first appearance, the 

curriculum gives the semblance of diversity with various topics and character identities. Within 

the context of the curriculum, considering the nature of the experiences reveals much less 

diversity. In this category, codes were categorized into the level one subcategories of rooted in 

history or trauma, adverse conditions, and adversity leading to change. Table 4.16 displays how 

the codes were grouped and categorized.  
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Table 4.16: Coding Hierarchy of Nature of the Story  

Main Limited Representation of identities and experiences  

Subcategory 

Level II 

Nature of the story  

Subcategory 

Level I 

Rooted in history or 

trauma 

Adverse conditions  Adversity leading to 

change 

Code  Historical figure 

Historical event  

Forced immigration  

Incarcerated parent  

Single parent  

Loss of family member  

Separation from family 

members 

Forced immigration  

Expert Source 

Hero  

Everyday life  

 

Rooted in history or trauma. Strictly looking at the summary statistics gives an 

impression of diverse representation within the anchor texts and related materials. Out of the 

thirteen main characters, six represent an identity other than white. Four characters are Black 

(31%), one character is Asian (8%), and one character is Latinx (8%). Examining the nature of 

their story provides a more complex picture than just race and ethnicity. Four characters are 

historical figures, while the remaining two are featured within a historical context. Table 4.17 

illustrates the context surrounding each BIPOC anchor text main character. The nature of the 

story either includes a historicized context (Vietnam War, Sudanese Civil War) or is rooted in 

trauma (e.g., slavery, racism). The data does not reveal any instances of BIPOC characters in 

contemporary realistic fiction. The data does not reveal any instances of BIPOC characters in 

fantasy. The data does not reveal any instances of BIPOC characters working in the STEAM 
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field. The data does not reveal any instances of BIPOC characters advocating for environmental 

issues or as expert sources. 

Table 4.17: Description of BIPOC Characters 

Character  Text  Race/Ethnicity  Context 

Frederick 

Douglass 

Narrative Life of 

Frederick Douglass 

Black  Former enslaved person 

and abolitionist  

Salva  A Long Walk to Water Black/Sudanese Lost Boys of Sudan  

Cesar Chavez Commonwealth Club 

Speech  

Latinx/Mexican 

American  

American Labor leader 

Carlotta Walls 

LaNier 

A Mighty Long Way  Black  Little Rock Nine 

Elizabeth 

Eckford  

Little Rock Girl, 1957  Black  Little Rock Nine 

Ha  Inside Out and Back 

Again  

Asian/Vietnamese  Vietnam War  

 

    Adverse conditions. Additionally, the data revealed codes relating to adverse conditions, 

stories, and experiences featured in the curriculum texts and materials about life-changing events 

that impacted the character’s identity. Codes present in this category included single parent, 

incarcerated parent, death of parent or family member, separation from family, and forced 

immigration. Table 4.18 displays the occurrence of adverse conditions by text. In the sixth-grade 

curriculum, 50% of the module units feature at least one adverse condition. In the seventh-grade 

curriculum, 66% of the module units feature at least one adverse condition. In the eighth-grade 

curriculum, 50% of module units feature at least one adverse condition.  
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Table 4.18: Adverse Conditions Connected to Anchor Texts  

 
Single 

parent/divorce 

Incarcerated 

parent  

Death of 

parent or 

family 

member  

Separation 

from family  

Forced 

immigration  

Lightning 

Thief  

X 
    

Good 

Masters, 

Sweet 

Ladies  

  
X X 

 

Flush  
 

X 
   

Lyddie 
  

X X 
 

Frederick 

Douglass  

X 
  

X 
 

A Long 

Walk to 

Water  

  
X X X 

Inside Out 

and Back 

Again  

  
X X X 

 

Four of the anchor texts include a main character (33%) dealing with the death of a 

parent. Several of the main characters (38%) are struggling with multiple adverse conditions. 

Two main characters (15%) were born outside the United States. These characters are not 

featured to explore everyday life and culture, but to present the experience of immigration. Salva 

(A Long Walk to Water) and Ha (Inside Out and Back Again) are forced to leave their countries 

due to the presence of war. They seek asylum in the United States. The texts and surrounding 

curriculum materials focus on their struggles and the trauma involved in leaving home and 

resettling in a foreign country. Additionally, this is true for the supplemental texts featuring 

individuals from Bosnia who are fleeing war.  These texts present a narrow view of the 
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character’s home country. For example, Sudan is only spoken of in terms of its violent past. The 

curriculum does not present stories in which individuals willingly leave home for a better life 

(e.g., to get an education or a better job).  

Adversity leading to change. The level one subcategory of adversity leading to change 

includes codes that represent circumstances where characters move from a dire situation to one 

that becomes positive. In The Lightning Thief, Percy Jackson goes from misfit troublemaker to 

saving the world from destruction by an angry Greek God. In Flush, Noah saves his town’s water 

supply, and the ecosystem within, from being polluted. As an adult, Salva returns home to Sudan 

to help with the on-going water crisis. Expert sources in The Omnivore's Dilemma, World 

Without Fish, and the screentime supplemental articles and videos provide background and 

information on the issues and a call to action. 

The data reveals an emphasis on stories rooted in adversity and trauma. There are limited 

opportunities for students to engage with literature reflecting on everyday life experiences. 

Through a critical lens, the data reveals several important ideas. First, the identities and 

experiences of individuals featured are predominately white-centered. Although the identities 

and experiences of historically and/or currently oppressed communities are included, they are 

historicized and rooted in trauma. Students of color have no opportunities to see themselves in 

texts that feature everyday life experiences or center joy. Additionally, these students do not have 

an opportunity to imagine themselves in the fantastic or as someone who brings about change by 

problem-solving current issues. 

The data reveals limited opportunities for self-reflection and exploration. As students are 

primarily reading about the cis-gender heteronormative experience, there are no opportunities for 

students to explore and reflect on other than what is deemed as a “traditional” lifestyle. Although 
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lessons surrounding Salva focus on the idea of identity and how outside factors can have an 

influence (e.g., time, place, and culture), the circumstances of his experience (fleeing a civil war) 

make it hard for students to draw parallels.  

The data revealed an oversimplification of racist ideas and language within student 

workbook pages and background-building readings. Using language such as “brought” over 

instead of “stolen” negates the horror and violence experienced by enslaved people. 

Additionally, not using the term enslaved people limits students' ability to engage in social 

justice discourse. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter described the main categories revealed through the abstraction process; 

emphasis on standards, standard teaching and learning practices and limited representation of 

identities and experiences. The data revealed several key findings. First, all components of the 

curriculum are tied to the Common Core State Standards. Second, the curriculum places an 

emphasis on non-fiction, connections to social studies & science, and skill building is based on 

reading and writing via scripted instruction. Third, the curriculum centers cis-gender 

heteronormative white identity and experience. Fourth, the opportunity to discuss and explore 

identities are limited. Finally, racist language and ideas are perpetuated by curriculum language 

and subsequent discourse. Inferences based on the findings will be discussed in Chapter V. 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION  

Summary of Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine EL Education’s middle school ELA curricular 

program that is currently in use in over 400 schools across the United States through the 

evaluation of the materials and content of the curriculum to identify potential benefits and 

challenges to EL Education’s method for teaching ELA. Further, I examined the curriculum 

critically to understand how it is composed and to what extent students' culturally and 

linguistically diverse backgrounds are present within the curriculum materials. The research 

questions investigated were:  

1.  How does EL Education curriculum position the teaching of middle school English  

     Language Arts? 

3. What perspectives are positioned within the curriculum? 

a. Are there lived experiences that are privileged? If so, whose are omitted? 

b. Are there voices that are centered? If so, whose voices are omitted? 

To answer the research questions, the curriculum materials and texts of the sixth, seventh 

and eighth-grade level bands were coded and analyzed through a critical literacy lens, using the 

methodology of critical content analysis. Codes were generated through an open coding process, 

recorded, refined, and then revised as they emerged. After the open coding process, codes were 

grouped by similarities. Groups of codes then went through the reduction process of abstraction 

until they could not be condensed anymore. The abstraction process revealed three main 

categories: emphasis on standards, standard teaching and learning practices, and limited 

representation of identities and experiences. Each of the three main categories is connected to 

one of the two main research questions listed above.  
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Research question one focused on the position of teaching middle school ELA through 

EL Education. All codes applicable to this question were organized into main categories to 

understand how the curriculum influences the teaching and learning of ELA. Based on the 

emergent codes from the abstraction process, data were classified into two main categories: 

emphasis on standards and standard teaching and learning practices. Within the main category 

of emphasis on standards, three subcategories emerged: 1) nationally used standards, 2) EL 

Education learning standards, 3) and assessment of learning. Within the main category of 

standard teaching and learning practices, four subcategories emerged: 1) texts privileged, 2) 

interdisciplinary themes, 3) emphasis on reading and writing, and 4) scripted instruction.  

Research question two focused on the perspectives positioned within EL Education’s ELA 

curriculum. All codes that answered this question were organized into categories to understand 

whose lived experiences are privileged and whose are omitted by the curriculum texts and 

materials. Based on the emergent codes from the abstraction process, all data were reduced to the 

main category of limited representation of identities and experiences. Within the main category, 

codes were organized into three subcategories: 1) identifying factors, 2) opportunities to discuss, 

explore, and engage, and 3) nature of the story. 

Emphasis on standards. The first main category described and organized evidence 

related to using standards in ELA teaching and learning. “Standards” in this context refers to the 

learning objectives for each grade level, unit, and individual learning segments. Groups of codes 

were identified as nationally used standards, EL Education learning standards, and assessment 

of learning. The data revealed a strong emphasis on CCSS in daily lesson plans and learning 

assessments.  
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Standard teaching and learning practices. Traditionally, the study of ELA has focused 

on students’ practice and mastery of reading, writing, speaking, and listening skills. These skills 

have been taught by engaging students with studying literature, nonfiction, poetry, and drama. 

The second main category described and organized data evidence related to the teaching and 

learning strategies endorsed by EL Education’s curriculum. The data revealed a preference for 

nonfiction texts and a strong interdisciplinary connection with the content areas of social studies 

and science. The data showed a repetitive nature in skills practice as well as limited support for 

teachers and students with specific learning needs (e.g., academically gifted, emerging language 

learners, students with IEPs, and 504s). The data revealed the curriculum materials automate the 

teaching, providing teachers with a script that governs all their actions (e.g., what they say, what 

they do, and what they listen for).  

Limited Representation of Identities and Experiences. Lived experiences are influenced 

by identity and the socialization of identities; these two concepts are connected in the analysis 

and findings pertaining to perspectives, lived experiences, and voices within this curriculum. 

Groups of codes were defined as: identity factors; opportunities to discuss, explore, and engage; 

and nature of the story. The data analysis revealed that the white cis-gender heteronormative 

experience is centered within curriculum materials and texts. The data showed limited 

opportunities to discuss, explore, or engage in self-exploration or racial discourse. Further, the 

data revealed an overwhelming presence of stories that feature adverse conditions. For example, 

the stories of historically and/or currently identity-oppressed communities are rooted in trauma 

or historicized. Finally, racist language and ideas are perpetuated by curriculum language and 

subsequent discourse. 
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Interpretations of Findings   

This study evaluated the materials and content of the curriculum to identify potential 

benefits and challenges to EL Education’s method for teaching ELA. This section provides 

interpretations of the findings and how they apply to each research question. Upon examination 

of the findings within the research questions, three themes emerged: misalignment to the study of 

ELA, missed opportunities, and misguided culturally responsive practices.  

Teaching and Learning of ELA  

EL Education positions the teaching of middle school ELA through the CCSS. Reading, 

writing, listening, speaking, and language are considered through the CCSS objectives. This 

position theoretically makes the program applicable to any state or school district. The CCSS 

places an emphasis on rigorous text complexity and sets an expectation that students should 

engage with 45% fiction and 55% nonfiction by their eighth-grade year. EL Education surpasses 

this suggestion by incorporating 23% fiction and 65% nonfiction in sixth grade and 10% fiction 

and 90% nonfiction in eighth grade. EL Education positions the teaching of ELA through a 

Deweyan (1899) perspective, placing emphasis on mastery of skills through the interdisciplinary 

connections to social studies and science content. Additionally, this framing connects with the 

CCSS guidance to include “high-quality contemporary works” that should come from “among 

seminal U.S. documents, the classics of American literature, and the timeless dramas of 

Shakespeare” (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2010, p.35).  EL Education positions the 

teaching of ELA to be a homogenous learning experience. 

Misalignment to the Study of ELA. Within the findings from the data analysis that 

address the first research question, the theme of misalignment to the study of ELA emerged. 

Traditionally, the study of ELA has focused on students’ practice and mastery of reading, 
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writing, speaking, and listening skills. These skills have been taught by way of engaging students 

with the study of literature, nonfiction, poetry, and drama. The study of ELA skills and concepts 

has been influenced by ELA theories (e.g., reader-response theory, New Literacies, Multimodal 

literacy). Experts in the field of English Education (scholars, and professional organizations) 

have put forth standards for instruction such as the NCTE and IRA (1996/2012) guidelines. For 

example, the NCTE and IRA guidelines suggest that “students read a wide range of literature 

from many periods in many genres to build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., 

philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human experience” (1996, p.3). Instead of considering these 

guidelines, the curriculum writers chose to focus the framing of the EL Education curriculum on 

the CCSS, which emphasizes nonfiction. The focus on the CCSS over guidelines designated by 

ELA professional organizations was also recognized by Costigan’s (2018) finding that broadly 

scripted programs focus on CCSS but “the development of ELA reading and writing 

competencies, as defined by MLA or NCTE, is of no concern to educational reformers who 

come from the corporate world”.  

In addition to the dismissal of the NCTE and IRA standards, EL Education’s curriculum 

lacks connections to contemporary literacy theories such as New Literacies (New London Group, 

1996) and Multimodal Literacy (Mills, 2016). The daily lessons are heavily reliant on print-

based materials (e.g., printed workbook pages that include excerpts and activities, and handheld 

novels). Typically the research process is an opportunity for students to learn how to find 

credible sources in a variety of media (e.g., the internet, library searches) to build knowledge 

surrounding a concept or answer a question. EL Education positions the research process in all 

three grade levels through curated articles limiting students’ experience in the real research 

process. Further, the curriculum provides limited opportunities for students to read and write in 
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the real world, especially those that use digital literacy skills. Throughout the modules students 

primarily read print-based texts and express their ideas and learning in the form of essays and 

written prose and verse. This finding is consistent with Costigan’s (2019) assertion that “In many 

classrooms, you will notice, we engage in writing, reading, and speaking practices that bear little 

resemblance to what writers and readers do in the real world” (p. 27). Students do not have the 

opportunity to produce writing pieces in modes such as podcasts, videos, blogs, or through social 

media platforms (e.g., Twitter, Instagram, Tik Tok).  

Equally as important to mastering the skills of reading and writing is fostering a love of 

reading and developing an aesthetic appreciation for literacy. However, the repetitive nature of 

the EL Education curriculum makes it difficult to achieve this, with limited opportunities for 

cultivating a deeper connection to reading. It is imperative that an ELA curriculum not only 

prepares students to be college and career ready but also to be good citizens in the world (e.g., 

learning to be able to survive outside of the classroom). The curriculum is lacking in this regard.  

Missed Opportunities. Within the findings from the data analysis that address the first 

research question, the theme of missed opportunities emerged. There were several areas in which 

the curriculum had the potential to address community connections but failed to draw upon 

available resources. While EL Education aligns with the CCSS focus on nonfiction, the 

curriculum’s overemphasis on nonfiction texts limits the academic experiences of these students, 

taking away the chance to immerse themselves in great works of literature. While EL Education 

includes texts outside of the traditional literary canon, their anchor and supplemental texts lack 

relevance and culturally relevant connections.  EL Education posits that their performance tasks 

are “designed to help students synthesize and apply their learning in ‘engaging and authentic’ 

ways” (EL Education, 2022, Language Arts Curriculum). However, writing format and topic are 
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chosen for students. This prevents them from being authentic in their writing style, and relevant 

connections are absent. There are no opportunities for counterstorying or reproduction of texts to 

reflect their lived experiences. As mentioned previously, EL Education positions the curriculum 

as a one-size-fits-all learning experience. The curriculum misses the opportunity to draw on one 

of the greatest resources we have in the classroom, our students. Instead of incorporating the 

unique interests of students to unit topics and texts, interests are assumed. Further, the 

curriculum assumes the language of students. Lesson materials, script for talk, written directions, 

and texts are positioned through academic English. The curriculum does not consider or honor 

the at-home languages or the vernacular of specific communities such as African American 

language.  

Considering how the texts are grouped and what theme the texts are aligned with is a key 

component of curriculum development (Jobrack, 2012). As stated at the beginning of this 

section, EL Education positions the learning of ELA skills and content through social studies and 

science topics. The anchor and supplemental texts that align with social studies themes present a 

collection of more serious historical events and issues (e.g., The Civil War, slavery, civil rights, 

forced immigration). However, the choice of anchor and supplemental texts do not reflect the 

variety and availability of texts that present this material from various perspectives. For example, 

in the seventh-grade curriculum, several heavy topics are placed in succession (e.g., child labor 

during the industrial revolution, civil war in Sudan, then slavery). Reading and learning about 

trauma in succession can be especially harmful to students of color (Love, 2019; Muhammad, 

2020). Individually, the themes and topics chosen by EL Education do not present an issue. 

Learning about the truth of our country’s and the world’s history has merit, but taken in totality, 
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these lessons center on the underlying themes of struggle and privilege for the dominant (white) 

social group.  

EL Education positions its ELA curriculum as a social justice curriculum, offering 

students the opportunity to understand social issues and subsequently generate hypothetical 

solutions. While the curriculum provides a good start to introducing students to social issues, 

there are missed opportunities for action, such as sharing learned knowledge and solutions with 

community members (e.g., family night, club activities, writing to your legislator or local 

officials, etc.). In the sixth-grade module, Sustaining the Oceans, students learn about the 

dangers of pollution to our ocean's ecosystem and the detrimental impacts (e.g., aquatic life, 

human life, and the economy). At the end of the module, students show their learning by creating 

a brochure to teach others about protecting the ocean. The module summary states that student 

brochures will be distributed at a local grocery store, but this activity is never mentioned again 

beyond the initial unit overview. Not following through with this aspect of the culminating 

activity stifles students' voices. Additionally, in the back of the module text, World Without Fish, 

author Mark Kurlansky provides clear steps to take to become an advocate. Although students 

have access to this list the curriculum does not make use of this resource. Furthermore, there is a 

missed opportunity to draw upon social issues timely and relevant to students’ lives. An 

important aspect of being an advocate is having a passion for the cause or issue. When a topic is 

chosen for you, it is hard to be passionate authentically (Cuthbertson, 2014).  

Identities and Experiences  

EL Education centers the middle school ELA curriculum on a white cis-gender 

heteronormative perspective. The data shows an emphasis on texts and content that feature 

white, cis-gender, and heteronormative characters and experiences. There are limited inclusions 
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of Black, Asian, and Latinx communities and an omission of folx such as Pacific Islander, 

Indigenous, and Middle Eastern populations. When the lived experiences and voices of BIPOC 

community members are included they are historicized and rooted in trauma, thus limiting their 

places in today’s world. This lack of representation in the curriculum fails to keep pace with the 

changing face of America’s youth, in which an increasing majority of K-12 students are BIPOC 

and of multiple races (NCES, 2022). Further, the curriculum does not include other 

representations and lived experiences that reflect identities that exist in today’s world, including 

those with disabilities, LGBTQ+ communities, and gender nonconforming individuals. This 

omission sends the message these perspectives are not worthy of inclusion and discussion, and 

thus silences opportunities for further discourse around non-dominant cultures and social groups. 

Misguided Culturally Responsive Practices. Within the findings from the data analysis 

that address the second research question, the theme of misguided culturally responsive practices 

emerged. The analysis identified several areas where the curriculum failed to meet its stated goal 

of attending to culturally responsive practices. 

The curriculum failed to provide characters that presented BIPOC communities in 

contemporary or historical situations with which students can readily identify. Instead, the six 

main characters of color are presented in situations that are rooted in trauma or are featured in a 

historicized context. Four characters are historical figures (Frederick Douglass, Cesar Chavez, 

Carlotta Walls LaNier, and Elizabeth Eckford), while the remaining two are featured within a 

historical context (Vietnam War, Sudanese Civil War) or are rooted in trauma (e.g., slavery, 

racism). The curriculum does not provide opportunities to balance these negative experiences 

with joy and celebration. BIPOC communities are more than just their trauma – they must have 

opportunities to see themselves in all genres, such as realistic fiction, fantasy, and creative 
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writing (Love, 2019; Muhammad, 2020). Additionally, only reading in this view sends white 

students the message that these are the only valid experiences that can be connected with BIPOC 

communities, reinforcing dominant societal views (Bishop, 1990). This theme is consistent with 

the findings of Rigell et al. (2022), who found that the commercially-produced ELA curriculum 

Wit and Wisdom primarily featured white main characters, and the curriculum materials 

reproduced a white supremacist master script. 

This study extended the work of Rigell et al. (2022) and Thomas and Dyches (2019) by 

looking beyond the representation of race and ethnicity to consider gender, sexual identity, and 

abilities. This study found that the curriculum presents a male-female gender binary. Across the 

three grade-level bands, the texts and lesson materials feature a relatively balanced number of 

male and female main characters. However, examining the quantity of characters by gender does 

not account for the way they are represented in the texts. Considering these characters on a 

critical level revealed male and female characters are positioned in a manner that is generally 

reflective of traditional gender norms. Male characters and figures are positioned as problem-

solvers and heroes. For example, Percy (The Lighting Thief) saves the world from destruction by 

a Greek God, and Noah (Flush) exhibits heroism by proving his father’s innocence and 

protecting the community’s water resources. While female main characters are present in the 

curriculum, the texts focus on their perseverance through an experience rather than 

demonstrating an inherent ability to lead and solve challenges. For example, in the text, Good 

Masters, Sweet Ladies! the monologues featuring female characters primarily center around 

activities and experiences such as marriage and taking care of a household. Some of this is a 

reflection of the historical time period in which the text is situated (e.g., the Middle Ages), yet 
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overall there is a lack of female characters exhibiting leadership or acts of transformation that 

students can learn from and see themselves in.  

This study found that the curriculum provides limited opportunities for students to 

discuss, engage and explore other identities relevant to today’s youth, including LGBTQ+ 

expressions and a variety of physical, mental, and intellectual disabilities. This lack of 

representation is consistent with scholarship examining the presence of “othered” identities and 

lived experiences in young adult and children’s literature (Koss & Paciga, 2020). In their Annual 

Report, the CCBC (2022) describes that published texts featuring LBGTQ+, gender non-

conforming, and individuals with disabilities are becoming slightly more available in recent 

years, though there is little evidence of widespread inclusion into middle-grades and secondary 

curricula at present. The EL Education curriculum provides two examples of disabilities through 

characters with ADHD and cognitive disabilities. However, there are no representations of 

physical disabilities, or mental health disorders (e.g., depression, anxiety, mood disorders). The 

latter omission is concerning given the many issues of social and emotional health that are 

common during adolescence, along with the alarming rates of youth mental health challenges 

that have increased during the global pandemic. Further, the lack of representation of various 

identities, abilities, and struggles can perpetuate stigma associated with these lived experiences 

and limit opportunities to confront stereotypes and biases.  

Therefore, the curriculum has failed to provide opportunities for students to decide what 

values they agree with by limiting exposure to different points of view. Teachers need to provide 

students with a safe space to explore ideas and figure out what positions or stances they support 

and what they are passionate about. Furthermore, to act according to what it means to be a good 
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citizen, students must start with themselves and understand their beliefs, including implicit biases 

(Kleinrock, 2021). 

The curriculum tends to oversimplify the ideas and terms relevant to difficult 

conversations such as racial discourse. These conversations should not be avoided and need to be 

done appropriately (Kleinrock, 2021). Historically, preservice teacher candidates and beginning 

teachers report discomfort in holding critical conversations because of the lack of resources and 

preparation (Diaz et al., 2021). There are two areas of concern that must be considered, 1) if 

teachers are not knowledgeable in a topic they cannot identify potential issues, which could 

cause them to further perpetuate racist ideas, and 2) if they are not comfortable talking about a 

topic they would be more likely to follow the script without the deviations that may be necessary 

to support students’ understanding. Simmons (2015) asserts the importance of recognizing race 

and racism in curriculum materials “... [if teachers] are uncomfortable talking about race and 

racism, or if they align with a colorblind ideology, then it can be assumed that the curriculum 

will be taught in an inauthentic manner” (p.123). The findings from this dissertation extend 

Simmons’s caution regarding inauthentic instruction to include the potential continued 

perpetuation of racist ideas. 

In order for students to be able to engage in discourse, we have to give them the 

appropriate language and strategies. There must be authentic discussions before units that cover 

topics considered more sensitive. Resources and materials for teachers to hold such discussions 

are limited within the EL Education curriculum. There are four modules that present the 

opportunity for racial discourse. Only one module contains a statement that acknowledges the 

potential for discomfort but does not provide steps for teachers to address conversations that may 
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arise. There are no resources or guidance for how to consider the preconceptions students and 

teachers may already have and help them unlearn misconceptions if necessary. 

The misguided culturally responsive practices described above align with the findings of 

studies conducted by Oland and Richmond (2017), Leichtman (2018), and Benegas (2019). All 

three studies found that in order to implement culturally responsive practices effectively, 

teachers have to modify and supplement commercially-produced programs. Similarly, my study 

demonstrates that the modification and addition of supplementary materials external to the EL 

Education program would be needed to support students in this manner properly.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

A limitation of the study is a content analysis of a commercially produced curriculum 

through written text and images; I must acknowledge that what I read on paper may not be how 

the curriculum presents within the classroom context. The module content and lesson plans do 

not account for the unpredictability of students, teachable moments, or questions and discussions 

that go off-script. Nor do they provide insight into how teachers and students perceive and 

experience the curriculum. Additionally, it is important to acknowledge that the analysis is based 

on my experiences and knowledge, thus the analysis is limited in nature. However, this opens the 

opportunity to invite others into the conversation as it sets the stage for further analysis.  

As the study focuses on a specific commercially-produced curriculum, the results are not 

generalizable to all contexts. Results from this study will be transferable within the EL Education 

school network. The results could inform the 150 schools on how to modify and adapt the 

curriculum to honor all students in the classroom. 
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Although EL Education currently provides two editions of the middle school ELA 

curriculum, I have narrowed my study to focus on the first edition. In choosing a focused portion 

of data, my analysis can go past the surface level to examine all aspects of the materials. 

The recent steps to address some of the issues mentioned above warrant an examination of the 

second edition released in 2019. The second edition maintains the original module and lesson 

structure but features updates in module themes, supports for students with specific learning 

needs, embedded social-emotional practices, and tighter alignment with the standards (e.g., 

inclusion of Next Generation Science Standards and C3 Social Studies standards, more explicit 

writing and language and grammar instruction). Most notable, though, is the emphasis on 

diversity – in an overview of the second edition, the company notes the inclusion of a “greater 

representation of diverse cultures and identities in topics and communities studied, book authors, 

and characters; core texts including contemporary contributors in lieu of traditional canon texts” 

(EL Education, n.d., FAQ). Table 5.1 provides an example of how themes have been updated.  

 Table 5.1: Updated Module Themes  

 
2017 edition 2019 edition 

 
6th grade 7th grade 8th grade 6th grade 7th grade 8th grade 

Module 1 Myths not 

just long 

ago  

Journeys and 

survival 

Finding 

home: 

refugees 

Greek 

Mythology  

The Lost 

Children of 

Sudan  

Folklore of 

Latin 

America 
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Table 5.1 (Continued) 

Module 2 Voices of 

adversity  

Working 

conditions: 

then and 

now 

A 

Midsummer 

Night’s 

Dream 

Critical 

problems 

and design 

solutions  

Epidemics Food choices 

Module 3 Sustaining 

the oceans 

Slavery: The 

People 

Could Fly  

The Civil 

Rights 

Movement 

and the 

Little Rock 

Nine 

American 

Indian 

Boarding 

school  

The Harlem 

Renaissance  

Voices of the 

Holocaust 

Module 4 Insecticide: 

Costs vs. 

benefits  

Screen time 

and the 

developing 

brain  

Sustaining 

the U.S. 

food chain  

Remarkable 

accomplish

ments in 

space  

Plastic 

Pollution 

Lessons 

from 

Japanese 

American 

Internment  

(EL Education, 2022; Wake County Public Schools, n.d.) 

A cursory glance at module titles and anchor texts reveals that the update seemingly 

addresses the concerns over the limited inclusion of diverse perspectives and the centering of joy 

laid out by this dissertation study. The second edition includes modules focused on diverse 

populations such as Latinx and Indigenous communities. Additionally, the seventh-grade 

curriculum shifts from focusing on oppression to celebrating Black culture with a module on the 

Harlem Renaissance. The module texts include songs, jazz recordings, poems, artwork, and 

musicals created by Black artists. 

While EL Education has always promoted its product as a curriculum that provides 

equitable and inclusive learning opportunities for all students, its most recent promotions have 

broadened this claim to include an anti-racist stance, “The current education system is broken—
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promising limitless possibilities while perpetuating deep inequities. We believe in an anti-racist 

education that equips every child with the knowledge, skills, and passion to create a more 

equitable and just world.” (EL Education, 2022, Who We Are). This statement is predominantly 

featured on their website. Further, they claim these goals are attained through “explicit anti-racist 

discussion, practice, and action” (EL Education, 2022, Equity and Antiracism).  

Charlotte Mecklenburg Schools (CMS), the second-largest school district in North 

Carolina, adopted the second edition prior to the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. CMS 

implemented the second edition specifically for its commitment to “[beginning] to address issues 

of social justice, racism, anti-racism, and cultural proficiency” (Helms, 2020, para. 7). 

Subsequently, they modified the curriculum to take out the modules concerning epidemics and 

Japanese internment, citing the move to remote learning. The school district did not feel 

comfortable —in the midst of a pandemic originating from Asia–- without the ability to give full 

support and guidance on how to teach the topics due to the online setting.  

As previously established, WCPSS continues to implement the 2017 first edition of the 

curriculum. Based on the findings of this dissertation, WCPSS is implementing a curriculum that 

does not position the lived experiences, cultures, and interests of BIPOC students. This decision 

is in opposition to WCPSS’ 2020 position statement, which positions the diversity of experiences 

within the county as a valuable resource (Project Nexus, 2020). This raises the question, what 

factors (e.g., political, monetary, etc.) influence the decision to continue to implement the 2017 

first edition? 

Overall, the findings from this dissertation revealed EL Education’s middle school ELA 

curriculum does not attend to the cultural, racial, ethnic, and other identities and experiences of 

students. Although the curriculum aligns their lessons with CCSS, the omissions of culturally 
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responsive practices and respect for the multiculturalism of students present in today’s schools 

are glaring. An examination of the 2019 second edition is warranted to understand if these issues 

still exist.  

Recommendations for Practice  

Through the process of critical content analysis, this dissertation deconstructed the 

components of EL Education’s middle school ELA curriculum, discovering the lack of culturally 

responsive practices and limited representation of identities and experiences. The 

recommendations for practice put forth in this section seek to move beyond the acknowledgment 

of missing perspectives and experiences and provide steps for action for educational community 

members (Short, 2017).   

A proposed definition of ELA. Traditional definitions of ELA fail to recognize the shifts 

in contemporary applications of language through a critical literacy lens. I propose a new 

working definition of ELA that incorporates the traditions of ELA in consideration of factors 

relevant to the 21st century and a critical literacy theory perspective: 

English Language Arts (ELA) is the study of language and literacy that has traditionally 

centered around four modes of language: reading, writing, listening, and speaking. ELA is a 

vehicle for students to learn how to communicate, how to understand and express themselves, 

and how to understand how they relate to the world around them. ELA teaching promotes 

concrete skills, as well as problem solving and collaboration necessary to navigate today’s 

world. This includes real-world texts in various formats such as digital media, audiovisual 

material, and codes and conventions of society. Drawing upon principles of critical literacy, 

ELA can be understood as the powerful ability to bring about liberation and transformation, 

especially in communities that are historically and currently oppressed. 



159 

 

    Adaptation of this working definition will allow for teacher educators and K-12 classroom 

teachers to practice the study of ELA in an authentic way that benefits all learners and 

sufficiently prepares them to engage as global citizens.   

Preparing Preservice Teacher Candidates. Teacher preparation programs generally base 

instruction on the InTASC Model Core Teaching Standards (Chief Council of State School 

Officers, 2013) which communicate what effective teaching looks like by offering standards that 

focus on performance, essential knowledge, and critical dispositions. Additionally, teacher 

preparation programs aim to foster culturally responsive teaching practices such as making 

learning contextual, building relationships, and tapping into students’ cultural capital (Gay, 

2002). Neither the InTASC standards nor culturally responsive pedagogy offer guidance for how 

their principles apply within the context of scripted curricular programs. Preservice teacher 

candidates need exposure to how they can incorporate effective pedagogical practices and 

culturally responsive practices even within the context of prescribed texts and lessons. Further, 

increasing preservice candidates' awareness of this critical issue will allow them to recognize 

curricular challenges and positions them to enter the classroom as advocates for the profession. 

Not only will this knowledge increase their personal capacity to teach ELA, but preservice 

teachers will also be well prepared to contribute to school and district-level discussions on the 

adoption and implementation of scripted programs.  

Scripted Programs are not a “Quick Fix”. This dissertation adds to the abundance of 

research that provides evidence that the implementation of commercially produced scripted ELA 

programs does not achieve the academic goals set by the school district (Benegas, 2019; 

Costigan, 2018; Kang, 2019; Thomas & Dyches, 2019; Rigell et al., 2022). If school districts 

value the evidence provided by research and advice based on the experience of teachers, the 
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natural conclusion would be to provide adequate support and training. This will allow districts to 

understand how to properly align lessons with learning standards while leaving the pedagogical 

decisions up to the teacher. If a commercially-produced program must be purchased, school 

districts must seriously consider what the program actually consists of, what outcomes are 

expected, and how to allow room for flexibility and teacher autonomy.  

Districts Must Use Appropriate Tools for Program Evaluation. Currently, school 

districts use tools such as IMET and EdReports.org to evaluate potential curriculum materials 

(Allen & Seaman, 2017; Brown, 2018). Although these tools report the rigor and alignment of 

the materials to standards, they fail to evaluate the culturally responsive practices of 

commercially produced programs. This dissertation revealed a need for school districts to utilize 

appropriate tools during curriculum adoption.  

One such tool is the Culturally Responsive Curriculum (CRE) Scorecard developed by 

the New York Coalition of Educational Justice and the Education Justice Research and 

Organizing Collaborative (EJ-ROC). The CRE scorecard offers a viable tool to evaluate 

commercially-produced programs, such as EL Education’s ELA curriculum. Developed and 

piloted by a team consisting primarily of Black and Latinx parents, teachers, and researchers, the 

CRE scorecard aims to provide educational community members with a tool to critically 

evaluate commercially-produced curriculum materials (NYC Coalition for Educational Justice, 

2019). The scorecard includes concrete steps to audit materials for perspectives included (e.g., 

diversity of characters and accurate portrayals), examine for decolonization, power, and 

privilege, centering multiple perspectives, and opportunities to connect learning to real-life and 

action.  
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I view the CRE scorecard as a way for school districts to ensure alignment of their values 

and the curriculum programs they choose to adopt, as well as a tool for understanding and 

advocacy for classroom teachers and teacher educators. School districts cite cultural 

responsiveness as a criterion (Allen & Seaman, 2017; Brown, 2018). As stated above, often, the 

instruments used to examine potential products do not evaluate the curriculum materials for 

culturally responsive practices. The CRE scorecard should be used in conjunction with 

instruments such as IMET to complete a full picture of the program's alignment with the 

district’s mission, vision, and beliefs. If school districts have already purchased and implemented 

a commercially-produced curriculum, reevaluating the program through the CRE scorecard will 

allow administrators and their teachers to understand how they can modify or supplement the 

provided program to meet the needs of their students.  

The CRE scorecard provides in-depth knowledge about the cultural responsiveness of the 

curriculum as well as a tool and guidance to empower teachers. As mentioned in Chapter I, 

teachers have the desire to advocate for increased autonomy in their classrooms but have 

reservations due to concerns over job security and potential retribution (Benegas, 2019; 

Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006). Typically, teachers take action by making changes within their 

classrooms but have reservations about speaking out further (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006). 

Teachers who have had success in these efforts, such as the teachers in Boston’s Mission Hill 

School district, present concrete facts to their administration and school board (Schoolyard 

News, 2020). The CRE scorecard provides a tool for teachers to collect research-based evidence 

to support their concerns, thus increasing their confidence to advocate for changes to the 

curriculum.   
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The CRE scorecard can potentially guide teacher candidates not yet in the field. Teacher 

educators can provide opportunities for preservice teacher candidates to score commercially-

produced programs through the CRE scorecard. This will allow teacher candidates to understand 

the implications of a scripted curriculum and provide them with a tool to use in their future 

classrooms. Teacher educators can work with teacher candidates to help show them how they 

can identify and mitigate issues with scripted programs.   

Suggestions for Future Research 

Looking ahead to future research opportunities, this dissertation has revealed several key 

directions for research surrounding scripted commercially-produced ELA programs. As 

previously stated, there is currently a shortage of scholarship surrounding EL Education’s middle 

school ELA program. This dissertation has provided a baseline and foundation for future 

research. Additionally, the findings and interpretations have identified implications for WCPSS 

as well as the field of English Education as a whole.  

Implications for WCPSS. There is a need to understand the implementation process of 

EL Education’s middle school ELA program within WCPSS schools. Currently, there is limited 

support or evidence surrounding how WCPSS implemented the curriculum (e.g., training, county 

requirements for adherence, principal and teacher interpretations, etc.). Additionally, there is a 

need to understand the curriculum in action.What is written on the pages of the curriculum 

lessons and materials does not reflect the reality of how the curriculum presents within the 

classroom context. For instance, the module content and lesson plans do not account for the 

unpredictability of students, teachable moments, or questions and discussions that go off-script. 

The curriculum cannot predict how administrators of individual schools define fidelity to the 

program.  
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There is a need to hear the perspectives and experiences of educational community 

members in WCPSS. We must hear from WCPSS teachers about their experiences and 

perspectives on implementing and teaching EL Education’s curriculum. Currently, no studies (or 

even blog posts or news articles) feature these voices. Equally as important is understanding the 

experiences and perceptions of the students. Students' voices and experiences are rarely included 

when curricular decisions are made (Demko, 2010; Blaszcyk, 2021), but are needed to provide a 

vital perspective and reveal potential gaps that others do not see. 

Additionally, there is a need to engage with EL Education curriculum writers and staff to 

understand their motivation and process in the development of the program. By gaining more 

insight into the intent and design of the curriculum, researchers and practitioners may be able to 

identify implicit biases and better assess areas of concern that can be addressed in future editions. 

Through dialogue directly with EL Education, it would be possible to discern how many school 

districts that purchased the 2017 curriculum have transitioned to using the 2019 curriculum. 

Understanding the transition could provide insight into if school districts were dissatisfied with 

the 2017 program or if they were ready to update their materials. With the publication of EL 

Education’s 2019 second edition, there is a need to examine the curriculum for culturally 

responsive practices and to determine if the same areas of concern exist.  

Broader Implications. Scripted curricula have been a mainstay in ELA research 

(Chapman & Elbaum, 2021; Crocco & Costigan, 2007; Delandshere, 1996; Eisenbach, 2012; 

Smagorinsky et al., 2002; Kaufman et al., 2017). Studies have consistently reported the adverse 

effects of program implementation on teacher autonomy and professionalism. The fact that the 

conversation of scripted curricula, especially regarding teachers' perceptions of low autonomy, is 

still a point of contention indicates a need to address a critical gap. There is a need to synthesize 
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existing studies and data compared to school district actions to tease out the disconnect between 

what teachers are voicing and what school districts are continuing to practice. In doing so, 

scholars can figure out how to translate teacher concerns into actionable solutions for districts. 

Researchers and other interested educational community members need to engage in meaningful 

dialogue with developers and company employees to figure out how to address concerns and 

develop relationships that will leverage the experience of teachers. There is a need to understand 

how scripted programs can be integrated with greater flexibility in order to create balance 

between the need to implement a mandated program, while still drawing upon the classroom 

teacher’s craft knowledge, experience, and desire for autonomy. For example, while a teacher 

may not be able to change the performance task to evaluate mastery, the curriculum could feature 

opportunities for text substitutions based on teacher choice. In addition, there is a need to assess 

data regarding attrition from program use, specifically on average, how long school districts 

actively use commercially-produced programs such as EL Education. Such statistical trends may 

reveal a concerning pattern of attrition, which could vary by characteristics of districts (e.g., 

geographic region, race, and ethnicity). Further qualitative research investigating these trends 

will allow for critical needs to be brought to the surface. 

Conclusion 

If the current landscape in education continues (equity gaps, high-stakes testing reforms, 

limited school budgets, distrust of public education, political divisiveness, and efforts to work 

against public education, etc.) scripted curricular programs will be present in middle school ELA 

classrooms. The recent attacks on K-12 public education (e.g., banning of critical race theory, 

books focused on race and/or LGBTQ+ characters, history curriculum addressing racism, etc.) 

has added additional pressure on schools and school systems. For example, increasing scrutiny 
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over curricula in North Carolina public schools was shown through the banning of the LGBTQ+ 

themed book Gender Queer by Wake County Public Libraries (Jensen, 2021), and the recent 

creation of the Parents Bill of Rights by the North Carolina legislature, a proposed bill that seeks 

to prohibit the teaching of LGBTQ+ issues and allows parents the ability to review and object to 

curriculum materials (Pogarcic, 2022). Scripted programs are attractive for their perceived 

transparency (Fitz & Nikolaidi, 2020) by making daily lesson structure, content, themes, and 

texts readily accessible to all educational community members. Thus, curricula such as EL 

Education’s first edition ELA program answers to the white-centered curriculum these critics 

call for.  

This challenge is not unique to WCPSS or North Carolina. School systems across the 

country will continue to seek out scripted curricula, as they do indeed feature worthwhile 

benefits for aligning instructions to standards. Yet, efforts can be made to account for teachers’ 

input. This may include engaging teachers in more meaningful decision-making surrounding the 

initial selection, adoption, and evaluation of scripted curricula. This means not just bringing 

teachers to the table to check a box, but consistently requesting feedback on the curriculum, 

listening to and supporting new ideas for text selection and topics, and offering opportunities for 

professional growth, such as trainings on ELA pedagogy. 

Gabriel (2022) recenters the focus of education on what is really important, “we really 

need to be worried about fidelity to the child, not fidelity to the program” (UConn Reading & 

Language Arts Center, 2022, 5:28). The fidelity Gabriel refers to is the strict adherence to the 

commercially-produced texts, materials, directions, and timing. With this in mind, we as 

educators, researchers, and teacher educators must find ways to step away from the script to do 

what is best for students. We must have curricula that embrace culturally responsive teaching 
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practices, including contemporary topics and texts, and authentic reading, writing, speaking, and 

listening experiences to empower and transform. We must focus our efforts on fidelity to the 

student, fidelity to the profession, and fidelity to the study of ELA.  
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Appendix A 

Anchor Texts in Scripted ELA Curricula   

Program 6th grade 7th grade 8th grade 

AmplifyELA Does not publish text list for the public 

ARC Core* The Missing Found 

The Lightning Thief 

Heat 

Ask Me No Questions 

Which Way to the Wild West? 

Tentacles 

Search for the Loch Ness Monster 

Flygirl 

EL Education 

(2019 update) 

The Lightning Thief 

The Boy Who Harnessed the 

Wind   

Hidden Figures 

  

A Long Walk to Water 

Brothers in Hope 

Nasreen’s Secret School 

Patient Zero 

One Last Word 

Shuffle Along 

Trash Vortex 

Summer of the Mariposas 

The Omnivore’s Dilemma Young Readers 

Edition 

Maus I 

Farewell to Manzanar 
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EngageNY The Lightning Thief 

D’Aulaires Book of Greek 

Myths 

Bud, Not Buddy 

If (Rudyard Kipling) 

Good Masters! Sweet Ladies! 

Voices from a Medieval Village 

Blue Lipstick: Concrete Poems 

Technically, It’s not My Fault 

Dragonwings 

The Lost Garden 

Flush 

World Without Fish 

Frightful’s Mountain 

The Exterminator 

A Long Walk to Water 

Lyddie 

Pygmalion 

Frederick Douglass: The 

Last Day of Slavery 

The Big Thirst 

Inside Out & Back Again 

The Vietnam Wars 

To Kill a Mockingbird 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

The Shakespeare Shakedown 

Unbroken: A World War II Story of 

Survival, Resilience, and Redemption 

Plessy vs. Ferguson 

A Might Long Way: My Journey to Justice 

at the Little Rock Central High School 

The Omnivore’s Dilemma, Young Reader’s 

Edition 

HMH Into Literature Does not publish text list for the public 
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myPerspectives*** The Secret Garden 

Bud, Not Buddy 

The Young Landlords 

The Jungle Book 

Where the Red Fern Grows 

Black Beauty 

A Wrinkle in Time 

Anything by Typical 

My Side of the Mountain 

Around the World in 80 Days 

The House of Dies Drear 

Maniac Magee 

Charlie and the Chocolate 

Factory 

The Sword and the Circle 

Watership Down 

Stand Tall 

Fair Weather 

Ribbons 

Incarceron 

Crater 

James and the Giant Peach 

Hatchet 

My Side of the Mountain 

Hoot 

The Outsiders 

The Cay 

Hush 

Letters from Rifka 

No Promises in the Wind 

The Clay Marble 

Rules of the Road 

The House on Mango Street 

All Quiet on the Western Front 

Ender’s Game 

A Mango-Shaped Space 

Queen’s Own Fool 

The Boy in the Striped Pajamas 

The Devil’s Arithmetic 

Night 

Roll of Thunder, Hear my cry 

Does My Head Look Big in This? 

Farewell to Manzanar 

The Time Machine 

20,000 Leagues Under the Sea 

Boy: Tales of Childhood 
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SpringBoard** Langston Hughes 

John Steinbeck 

Sandra Cisneros 

Nelson Mandela 

Robert Frost 

Sojourner Truth 

Shakespeare 

Ray Bradbury 

Walt Whitman 

Elie Wiesel 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

Study Sync Does not publish text list for the public 

  

  

*Other non-fiction texts included, titles not available on public view 

**SpringBoard listed mainly the authors they incorporate with the occasional title 

*** Teachers have a choice of what text they teach from the 3 options listed per uni
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Appendix B 

Determining Supporting Character(s) and Setting 

 

Calculating Supporting Characters 

Character # of pages present/ text total pages Percentage  

Flush by Carl Hiaasen 

Abbey (Noah’s sister) 150/263 57% 

Paine (Noah’s dad) 109/263 41% 

Donna (Noah’s mom) 70/263 27% 

Lice Peeking 13/263 5% 

Shelley 44/263 17% 

Lyddie by Katherine Patterson 

Mama 3/182 2% 

Charles (brother) 22/182 12% 

Agnes (sister) 4/182 2% 

Rachel (sister) 18/182 9% 

Luke Stevens 7/182 4% 

Mistress Cutler 5/182 2% 

Willie 5/182 2% 

Triphena 8/182 4% 

Mrs. Bedlow 17/182 9% 

Diana 25/182 16% 

Amelia 15/182 9% 

Betsy 19/182 10% 

Brigid 13/182 7% 

Inside Out and Back Again by Thanhha Lai 

Mother 73/260 28% 
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Brother Quang 34/260 13% 

Brother Vu 29/260 11% 

Brother Khoi 35/260 13% 

Uncle Son 6/260 2% 

“Our Cowboy” 15/260 6% 

Miss Scott 8/260 3% 

Miss Washington 12/260 5% 

Pam 12/260 5% 

Steven  9/260 3% 

Pink Boy 9/260 3% 

  

  

Calculating Setting 

Location # of pages present/ text total pages Percentage 

Flush by Carl Hiaasen 

Small unnamed town in Florida Keys 263/263 100% 

Lyddie by Katherine Patterson 

Farmhouse in Vermont 23/182 13% 

House in Town 33/182 18% 

Lowell, MA (Factory) 127/182 70% 

Inside Out and Back Again by Thanhha Lai 

Saigon 69/260 27% 

At Sea 42/260 16% 

Alabama 142/260 55% 
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Appendix C: Text Audit 

 

Text Information  

Title Author Grade Publication 

Date 

Genre  Structure/Modality  Lexile 

Score 

The Lightning Thief Rick Riordan 6 2006 Fiction/Fantasy Linear/Prose 680L 

Good Masters! Sweet 

Ladies! 

Laura Amy 

Schlitz 

6 2007 Fiction/Historical/Monologues  Linear/Prose 
 

Blue Lipstick John Grandits 6 2007 Fiction/Poetry//Realistic Nonlinear/Verse 
 

Technically It’s Not My 

Fault 

John Grandits 6 2004 Fiction/Poetry/Realistic Nonlinear/verse 
 

World Without Fish  Mark 

Kurlansky 

6 2011 Nonfiction/Graphic Novel Linear/Prose 1160L 

Flush Carl Hiassen 6 2005 Fiction/Realistic Linear/Prose 770L 

Frightful’s Mountain  Jean 

Craighead 

George 

6 1999 Fiction/Realistic Linear/Prose 710L 

A Long Walk to Water  Linda Sue 

Park 

7 2010 Fiction/Realistic/Historical Linear/Prose 720L 

Lyddie Katherine 

Paterson 

7 1991 Fiction/Realistic/ Historical Linear/Prose 860L 

The Common-Wealth 

Club Address  

Cesar Chavez 7 1984 Nonfiction/ Speech/Historical Linear/Prose 
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Narrative Life of 

Frederick Douglass 

Frederick 

Douglass 

7 1895 Nonfiction/Autobiography Linear/Prose 
 

A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream 

William 

Shakespeare 

8 1595 Fiction/Drama/ Fantasy Linear/Prose 
 

The Shakespeare 

Shakedown 

Simon 

Schama 

8 2011 Nonfiction/Article/Historical Linear/Prose 
 

A Mighty Long Way: 

My Journey to Justice at 

Little Rock Central High 

School  

Carlotta 

Walls LaNier  

8 2009 Nonfiction/Memoir/Historical Linear/Prose 1040L 

Little Rock Girl 1957: 

How a Photograph 

Changed the Fight for 

Integration  

Shelley 

Tougas 

8 1957/2012 Nonfiction/Historical Linear/Prose/Image 1010L 

The Omnivore’s 

Dilemma: The Secrets 

Behind What You 

Eat  (Young Reader’s 

Edition) 

Michael 

Pollan 

8 2006 Nonfiction/Informational Text  Linear/Prose 
 

Inside Out and Back 

Again  

Thanhha Lai  8 2011 Nonfiction/Memoir/Poetry Linear/Verse 800L 

The Vietnam Wars Tod Olson  8 1996 Nonfiction/Article/Historical Linear/Prose 
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Information about Main Character 

Title Author Name of Main 

Character  

Age of Main 

Character  

Notes  

The Lightning Thief Rick Riordan Percy Jackson  12 Deemed as a troublemaker in school. Has 

dyslexia. Percy comes from a single parent 

home. He has a step-father who he has a bad 

relationship with. Percy never met his father.  

Good Masters! Sweet 

Ladies! 

Laura Amy 

Schlitz 

No protagonist, 

23 characters  

10-15   

Blue Lipstick John Grandits Jessie 15 Day in the life of Jessie  

Technically It’s Not My 

Fault 

John Grandits Robert 11 Day in the life of Robert  

World Without Fish  Mark 

Kurlansky 

No protagonist  
  

Flush Carl Hiassen Noah 

Underwood 

12 Noah is used to his father being in trouble. He 

has a good relationship with his younger sister  

Frightful’s Mountain  Jean 

Craighead 

George 

Frightful 
 

Peregrine falcon. Grown attached to Sam 

(human).  

A Long Walk to Water  Linda Sue 

Park 

Salva 11 through 

young adult 

The book intertwines fiction and Salva’s life 

story. Salva loses his whole family. Salva is 

from Sudan.  

Lyddie Katherine 

Paterson 

Lyddie 10-13 Indentured servant to pay off family debt  
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The Common-Wealth Club 

Address  

Cesar Chavez Cesar Chavez Adults 
 

Narrative Life of Frederick 

Douglass 

Frederick 

Douglass 

Frederick 

Douglass 

  

A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream 

William 

Shakespeare 

No protagonist  Adults 
 

The Shakespeare 

Shakedown 

Simon 

Schama 

No protagonist  Adults 
 

A Mighty Long Way: My 

Journey to Justice at Little 

Rock Central High School  

Carlotta Walls 

LaNier  

Carlotta Walls High school 

through 

adulthood 

Carlotta was one of the Little Rock Nine  

Little Rock Girl 1957: How 

a Photograph Changed the 

Fight for Integration  

Shelley 

Tougas 

Hazel Bryan 15 
 

The Omnivore’s Dilemma: 

The Secrets Behind What 

You Eat  (Young Reader’s 

Edition) 

Michael 

Pollan 

Michael 

Pollan  

Adult 
 

Inside Out and Back Again  Thanhha Lai  Ha  10 Had to flee home (Vietnam) due to war. Father 

is missing. Classmates in the USA think Ha is 

not smart because she cannot speak English.  

The Vietnam Wars Tod Olson  No protagonist  
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Main Character: Race/Ethnicity 

Title Author Asian Arab Black Indigenous  Latinx Middle 

Eastern 

Multi-

racial 

Pacific 

Islander 

White 

The Lightning Thief Rick Riordan 
        

X 

Good Masters! Sweet 

Ladies! 

Laura Amy 

Schlitz 

         

Blue Lipstick John Grandits 
        

X  

Technically It’s Not My 

Fault 

John Grandits 
        

X  

World Without Fish  Mark 

Kurlansky 

         

Flush Carl Hiassen 
        

X  

Frightful’s Mountain  Jean 

Craighead 

George 

         

A Long Walk to Water  Linda Sue 

Park 

  
X 

      

Lyddie Katherine 

Paterson 

        
X  

The Common-Wealth 

Club Address  

Cesar Chavez 
    

X 
    

Narrative Life of 

Frederick Douglass 

Frederick 

Douglass 

  
X 
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A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream 

William 

Shakespeare 

         

The Shakespeare 

Shakedown 

Simon 

Schama 

         

A Mighty Long Way: 

My Journey to Justice at 

Little Rock Central High 

School  

Carlotta 

Walls LaNier  

  
X 

      

Little Rock Girl 1957: 

How a Photograph 

Changed the Fight for 

Integration  

Shelley 

Tougas 

  
X 

      

The Omnivore’s 

Dilemma: The Secrets 

Behind What You 

Eat  (Young Reader’s 

Edition) 

Michael 

Pollan 

        
X  

Inside Out and Back 

Again  

Thanhha Lai  X 
        

The Vietnam Wars Tod Olson  
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Main Character: Additional Identities 

Title Female Male Nonbinary LGBTQ+ Disability Animal Supernatural Refugee Emerging 

Language 

Learner 

Other 

The Lightning 

Thief 

 X   X  X    

Good Masters! 

Sweet Ladies! 

          

Blue Lipstick X          

Technically It’s 

Not My Fault 

 X         

World Without 

Fish  

          

Flush  X         

Frightful’s 

Mountain  

X     X     

A Long Walk 

to Water  

 X      X X  

Lyddie X          

The Common-

Wealth Club 

Address  

 X         
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Narrative Life 

of Frederick 

Douglass 

 X         

A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream 

          

The 

Shakespeare 

Shakedown 

          

A Mighty Long 

Way: My 

Journey to 

Justice at Little 

Rock Central 

High School  

X          

Little Rock 

Girl 1957: 

How a 

Photograph 

Changed the 

Fight for 

Integration  

X          

The 

Omnivore’s 

Dilemma: The 

Secrets Behind 

What You 

Eat  (Young 

Reader’s 

Edition) 

 X         
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Inside Out and 

Back Again  

X       X X  

The Vietnam 

Wars 

          

 

Supporting Characters: Race/Ethnicity 

Title Author Asian Arab Black Indigenous  Latinx Middle 

Eastern 

Multi-

racial 

Pacific 

Islander 

White 

The Lightning Thief Rick Riordan 
        

2 

Good Masters! Sweet 

Ladies! 

Laura Amy 

Schlitz 

        
23 

Blue Lipstick John Grandits 
         

Technically It’s Not My 

Fault 

John Grandits 
         

World Without Fish  Mark 

Kurlansky 

        
2 

Flush Carl Hiassen 
        

2 

Frightful’s Mountain  Jean 

Craighead 

George 

        
1 

A Long Walk to Water  Linda Sue 

Park 

  
1 
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Lyddie Katherine 

Paterson 

        
2 

The Common-Wealth 

Club Address  

Cesar Chavez 
         

Narrative Life of 

Frederick Douglass 

Frederick 

Douglass 

         

A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream 

William 

Shakespeare 

        
9 

The Shakespeare 

Shakedown 

Simon 

Schama 

         

A Mighty Long Way: 

My Journey to Justice at 

Little Rock Central High 

School  

Carlotta 

Walls LaNier  

         

Little Rock Girl 1957: 

How a Photograph 

Changed the Fight for 

Integration  

Shelley 

Tougas  

  
1 

     
2 

The Omnivore’s 

Dilemma: The Secrets 

Behind What You 

Eat  (Young Reader’s 

Edition) 

Michael 

Pollan 

         

Inside Out and Back 

Again  

Thanhha Lai  4 
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The Vietnam Wars Tod Olson  
         

 

Supporting Characters: Additional Identities 

Title Female Male Nonbinary LGBTQ+ Disability Animal Supernatural Refugee Emerging 

Language 

Learner 

Other 

The Lightning 

Thief 

1 1 
   

1 1 
   

Good Masters! 

Sweet Ladies! 

11 12 
  

1 
     

Blue Lipstick 
          

Technically It’s 

Not My Fault 

          

World Without 

Fish  

1 1 
        

Flush 1 1 
        

Frightful’s 

Mountain  

2 3 
   

4 
    

A Long Walk to 

Water  

 
1 

        

Lyddie 1 1 
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The Common-

Wealth Club 

Address  

          

Narrative Life of 

Frederick 

Douglass 

          

A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream 

3 6 
    

4 
   

The Shakespeare 

Shakedown 

          

A Mighty Long 

Way: My 

Journey to 

Justice at Little 

Rock Central 

High School  

          

Little Rock Girl 

1957: How a 

Photograph 

Changed the 

Fight for 

Integration  

1 2 
        

The Omnivore’s 

Dilemma: The 

Secrets Behind 

What You 

Eat  (Young 

         
1 
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Reader’s 

Edition) 

Inside Out and 

Back Again  

1 3 
     

4 4 
 

The Vietnam 

Wars 

          

 

Identities of Authors: Race/Ethnicity 

Title Author Asian Arab Black Indigenous  Latinx Middle 

Eastern 

Multi-

racial 

Pacific 

Islander 

White 

The Lightning Thief Rick Riordan 
        

X 

Good Masters! Sweet 

Ladies! 

Laura Amy 

Schlitz 

        
X 

Blue Lipstick John Grandits 
        

X 

Technically It’s Not My 

Fault 

John Grandits 
        

X 

World Without Fish  Mark 

Kurlansky 

        
X 

Flush Carl Hiassen 
        

X 

Frightful’s Mountain  Jean 

Craighead 

George 

        
X 
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A Long Walk to Water  Linda Sue 

Park 

X 
        

Lyddie Katherine 

Paterson 

        
X 

The Common-Wealth 

Club Address  

Cesar Chavez 
    

X 
    

Narrative Life of 

Frederick Douglass 

Frederick 

Douglass 

  
X 

      

A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream 

William 

Shakespeare 

        
X 

The Shakespeare 

Shakedown 

Simon 

Schama 

        
X 

A Mighty Long Way: 

My Journey to Justice at 

Little Rock Central High 

School  

Carlotta 

Walls LaNier  

  
X 

      

Little Rock Girl 1957: 

How a Photograph 

Changed the Fight for 

Integration  

Shelley 

Tougas 

        
X 

The Omnivore’s 

Dilemma: The Secrets 

Behind What You 

Eat  (Young Reader’s 

Edition) 

Michael 

Pollan 

        
X 
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Inside Out and Back 

Again  

Thanhha Lai  X 
        

The Vietnam Wars Tod Olson  
        

X 

 

Author Female Male Nonbinary LGBTQ+ Disability Refugee Emerging 

Language 

Learner 

Birthplace  Place of 

Residency 

Rick Riordan 
 

X 
     

TX TX 

Laura Amy 

Schlitz 

X 
      

MD MD 

John Grandits 
 

X 
     

NY NJ 

John Grandits 
 

X 
     

NY NJ 

Mark 

Kurlansky 

 
X 

     
CT NY 

Carl Hiassen 
 

X 
     

FL FL 

Jean Craighead 

George 

X 
      

Washington 

D.C. 

NY 

Linda Sue Park X 
      

IL IL 

Katherine 

Paterson 

X 
      

China VT 

Cesar Chavez 
 

X 
     

AZ AZ 
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Frederick 

Douglass 

 
X 

     
MD MA, NY, 

DC 

William 

Shakespeare 

 
X 

     
England England 

Simon Schama 
 

X 
     

England NY 

Carlotta Walls 

LaNier  

X 
      

AR CO 

Shelley Tougas X 
       

WI 

Michael Pollan 
 

X 
     

NY CA 

Thanhha Lai  X 
      

Vietnam AL, TX, 

NY 

Tod Olson  
 

X 
      

VT 

 

Additional Information About the Authors  

Title Author Notes  

The Lightning Thief Rick Riordan Attended University of Texas at Austin. Married to Becky, two sons. Former 

middle school teacher. There is a movie of Lightning Thief. Has won many 

awards  

Good Masters! Sweet Ladies! Laura Amy 

Schlitz 

Attended Goucher College. School Librarian. Won a Newberry for GMSL.  

Blue Lipstick John Grandits 
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Technically It’s Not My Fault John Grandits Married to Joanne. Attended Rochester Institute of Technology. Poetry and 

typography. Art background. Won the Lee Bennett Hopkins Poetry Award for 

Blue Lipstick. Also a ALA Notable Mention  

World Without Fish  Mark 

Kurlansky 

Attended Butler, has a daughter named Talia. Has won awards in food writing  

Flush Carl Hiassen Attended the University of Florida. Hoot was a Newberry Honor. Wrote for the 

Miami Herald. Married to Kaitlyn (has been married 3 times), has two kids.  

Frightful’s Mountain  Jean 

Craighead 

George 

Grew up in a family of naturalists. Attended Penn State and studied Science and 

English. Reporter for Washington Post out of college. Married John (divorced) 

and have three children. Has won a Newberry and Regina Medal   

A Long Walk to Water  Linda Sue 

Park 

First generation American, parents immigrated from Korea. Married to Ben, has 

two children. Husband is from Dublin, Ireland. Attended Stanford - B.A. in 

English. Attended Trinity College in Dublin. Does work for We Need Diverse 

Books. Has won a Newberry 

Lyddie Katherine 

Paterson 

Father was a missionary and was stationed abroad in China when Katherine was 

born. When they returned to the USA due to WWII, the family lived in VA and 

then NC. Attended King College. Married John and had one son. Won a Newberry 

and Regina Medal  

The Common-Wealth Club 

Address  

Cesar Chavez Married to Helen and had 8 children. Did not go to school past Jr. High, left 

school to work  

Narrative Life of Frederick 

Douglass 

Frederick 

Douglass 

Mother: Harriety Bailey, born into slavery  

Married twice, had five children.  

A Midsummer Night’s Dream William 

Shakespeare 

Wife, Anne Hathaway. Had three children  

Many plays, movies, adaptations of his work  



218 

 

The Shakespeare Shakedown Simon 

Schama 

Born in London. Jewish. Attended Cambridge. Has worked at Cambridge, 

Harvard, Columbia. Married to Virginia and has two kids. Has been knighted by 

the Queen. Has won over 26 awards (including BAFTA)  

A Mighty Long Way: My 

Journey to Justice at Little 

Rock Central High School  

Carlotta Walls 

LaNier  

The youngest of the Little Rock Nine. Went to Michigan State for two years and 

then transferred to Colorado State College. Married Ira and has two kids. Won the 

Congressional Medal of Honor (from President Clinton). In Colorado’s Women’s 

Hall of Fame and the National Women’s Hall of Fame.  

Little Rock Girl 1957: How a 

Photograph Changed the 

Fight for Integration  

Shelley 

Tougas 

Little Rock Girl was an award winning book. In her biography on her website she 

describes herself as a wife and mom.  

The Omnivore’s Dilemma: 

The Secrets Behind What You 

Eat  (Young Reader’s Edition) 

Michael 

Pollan 

Michael and his wife, Judith have one son. Michael attended Columbia University. 

He has a master’s degree in English. He went to Oxford University. His brother-

in-law is actor Michael J. Fox.  

Inside Out and Back Again  Thanhha Lai  Has won a Newberry and National Book award. Attended New York University 

and University of Texas at Austin. When Thanhha first arrived in the USA from 

Vietnam she lived in Alabama. After undergrad in Texas, she lived in California 

for some time. She lives in NY with her husband and daughter.  

The Vietnam Wars Tod Olson  MFA from Vermont College of Fine Arts. Married with two children.  

 

Setting Notes about the Book  

Title Author Location of 

book  

Time 

Period 

The Lightning Thief Rick Riordan Camp Half Blood 

(NY) 

2000s Hero’s journey  

identity, Parent-child relationships, lies and deceit, family 

(non-traditional families), friendship, heroism, belonging  
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Good Masters! Sweet 

Ladies! 

Laura Amy 

Schlitz 

England Middle 

Ages 

Gender roles, impact of socio-economic status, loss of 

family members, family and society expectations, Parent-

child relationships, Sibling relationships, belonging , 

identity, friendship 

Blue Lipstick John 

Grandits 

USA 2000s Parent-child relationships, Sibling relationships, high 

school life, friendship 

Technically It’s Not 

My Fault 

John 

Grandits 

USA 2000s Parent-child relationships, Sibling relationships, middle 

school life, friendship 

World Without Fish  Mark 

Kurlansky 

USA 2010s Environmental focus, the importance of taking care of the 

environment and oceans.  

Flush Carl Hiassen Small unnamed 

town in Florida 

Keys 

2000s Taking care of the environment, taking care of the ocean, 

water pollution, incarcerated parent, activism, standing up 

for what you believe in, Parent-child relationships, Sibling 

relationships 

Frightful’s Mountain  Jean 

Craighead 

George 

Delhi, NY Late 1990s This book is a follow-up to My Side of the Mountain.  

Nature without human’s presence, influence, interference  

Survival, loss of family members 

A Long Walk to 

Water  

Linda Sue 

Park 

Sudan  2008/1985 War,separated from family, loss of family 

members,  refugee, seeking asylum, learning a new 

language, water crisis, environmental crisis,  support of 

community/organizations, Survival, non-traditional 

families socio-economic status 

Lyddie Katherine 

Paterson 

Massachusetts  1800s separated from family, loss of family members,socio-

economic status, child labor, Sibling relationships, 

friendship, non-traditional families, family and society 

expectations, Parent-child relationships 
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The Common-Wealth 

Club Address  

Cesar Chavez California  1984 civil rights movement, child labor, migrant workers 

Narrative Life of 

Frederick Douglass 

Frederick 

Douglass 

Massachusetts  1800s Slavery, emancipation, knowledge as a path to freedom, 

ignorance as a tool of slavery, damaging impacts of 

slavery, non-traditional families, separated from family, 

survival, socio-economic status, family and society 

expectations, seeking asylum, loss of family members, 

activism 

A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream 

William 

Shakespeare 

Greece 1300 Love (love is blind, love is irrational, love is beautiful), 

jealousy, magic, mischief  

The Shakespeare 

Shakedown 

Simon 

Schama 

England 1300s Is Shakespeare responsible for the works we attribute to 

him?  

A Mighty Long Way: 

My Journey to Justice 

at Little Rock Central 

High School  

Carlotta 

Walls 

LaNier  

Little Rock, 

Arkansas  

1950s Racial tensions, civil rights movement, integration, 

equality, tolerance, social justice, activism, socio-

economic status, family and society expectations 

Little Rock Girl 1957: 

How a Photograph 

Changed the Fight for 

Integration  

Shelley 

Tougas 

Little Rock, 

Arkansas  

1950s Equality, racial tensions, civil rights, by Ira Wilmer “Will” 

Counts Jr.  

The Omnivore’s 

Dilemma: The Secrets 

Behind What You 

Eat  (Young Reader’s 

Edition) 

Michael 

Pollan 

Midwest  2000s Environmental focus, Interconnectedness, nature vs. 

human intervention, paradox of food choices, ethical and 

sustainable food choices  

Inside Out and Back 

Again  

Thanhha Lai  Saigon and small 

town in Alabama  

1975 War, Fitting in, identity, loss of family members, refugee, 

seeking asylum, learning a new language, Parent-child 
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relationships, Sibling relationships, friendship, support of 

community/organizations, separated from family,socio-

economic status, family and society expectations 

The Vietnam Wars Tod Olson  Vietnam  200 BC to 

1975 

War, warrior tradition  

Vietnam’s long and complicated history with various 

invaders 
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Appendix D 

Tree Diagram of Codes and Categories 

 

Teaching and 
Learning of 

ELA

Emphasis on 
Standards

Nationally 
Used 

Standards

Common Core 
State 

Standards
Next 

Generation 
Science 

StandardsNew York 
Common Core 
Social Studies 

Framework

EL Education 
Learning 

Objectives

Long Term 
Targets

Big Ideas

Supporting 
Targets

Guiding 
Questions

Assessment of 
Learning

Formative

Summative

Standard 
Teaching and 

Learning 
Practices

Texts 
Privileged

Genre

Publication 
date

Text structure

Interdisciplinar
y Themes

Classical 
Literature

Science Tiopics

Social Studies 
Topics

Emphasis on 
reading and 

wrting

Reading

Language

Research

Writing

Speaking and 
Listening

Scripted 
Instruction

Teaching 
strategies

Scaffolded 
support

Prescription
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Identities and 
Experiences

Limited 
Representation of 

identites and 
experiences

Identifying Factors

Biological 

Other affiliations

Nationality

Language Experience

Opportunities to 
discuss, explore, and 

engage

Self-exploration

Rcial Discourse

Nature of story

Rooted in trauma or 
history

Adverse conditions

Adversity leading to 
change
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Appendix E 

Supplemental Text Information  

Grade 6 Supplemental Texts 

Modul

e 

Name of 

supplemental 

Text 

Author Other notes Publicatio

n date 

Author’

s race 

Author’

s 

gender 

Genr

e 

1 “The Fates” EM Berens Based on work by classical scholar 1894 W M F 

1 “The Story of 

Medusa and 

Athena” 

Leanne 

Guenther 

DLTK Sites for Kids ND W F F 

1 “Cronus” EM Berens Based on his work 1894 W M F 

1 “Myths and 

Legends” 

EM Berens Based on his work     F 

1 “Shrouded in 

Myth” 

Jessica 

Fisher 

Neidl 

 
1973 pub W F NF 

1 “Prometheus 

and Pandora” 

Jean Lang Scottish, 1867-1932 
 

W F F 

1 “Theseus and 

the Minotaur” 

Based on 

Nathaniel 

Hawthorne 

 1853 W M F 

1 The Golden 

Key 

EL 

Education 

    F 

1 D’Aulaires 

Book of Greek 

Myths 

Ingri and 

Edgar Parin 

 1992 W F, M F 

2 “Middle Ages” In 

Britannica 

Student 

Encyclopedi

a 

 ND   NF 
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2 “Middle Ages” Kenneth S 

Cooper 

In New Book of Knowledge, Grolier On Line  ND W M NF 

2 “Middle Ages” Deborah 

Deliyannis, 

PhD 

 
1994 W F NF 

2 Blast to the 

Past 

Michael 

Smith 

 ND W M NF 

2 Dark Death Suzanne 

McCabe 

Junior Scholastic 2011  W F NF 

3 “Protecting 

Ocean Habitat 

from Bottom 

Trawling” 

 Nrdc.org/water/oceans/ftrawking.asp ND   NF 

3 “Destructive 

Fishing” 

 marine-conservation.org/end-destructive-fishing/ ND   NF 

3 “Case Study: 

Atlantic 

Bluefin Tuna” 

    Saveourseas.com 2009   NF 

3 “Threat 1: 

Overfishing” 

 Saveourseas.com ND   NF 

3 “Sustainable 

Fishing 

Methods” 

 Sunset.com Page not 

found 

  NF 

3 “A Rapidly 

Disappearing 

Fish” 

 Pbs.org/newshour/extra/features/July-

deco1/Chilean.html 

 

Page not 

found 

  NF 

3 “Choosing 

Sustainable” 

 Fishwatch.gov/buying_seafood/choosing_sustainabl

e.htm 

Page not 

found 

  NF 

3 “Sustainable 

Fishing” 

 National Geographic Last 

updated 

2022 

  NF 
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3 Florida: A 

Paradise of 

Scandals 

Steve Kroft CBS News 4/15/2015 W M NF 

3 5 Creative Tips 

from Carl 

Hiaasen 

Jessica 

Grouse 

  2013  F NF 

4 “Biological 

Energy- Here 

Let Me Fix It” 

 Utah Education Network Site not 

available 

  NF 

4 “A New Home 

for DDT” 

Donald 

Roberts 

NY Times 2007  W M NF 

4 :Malaria 

Carrying 

Mosquito 

Crash Lands 

Due to His 

Insecticide” 

Adam Allie Science Heroes ND W M NF 

4 Welcome Back Susan 

Nagle-

Schwarz 

Scribd 2010 W F NF 

4 “How DDT 

Harmed Hawks 

and Eagles” 

Gil Valo  2007 W M NF 

4 “Rachel 

Carson: 

Environmentali

st and Writer” 

Kathy 

Wilmore 

  2013   NF 

4 “Rachel 

Carson: 

Sounding the 

Alarm on 

Pollution” 

Robert 

Peterson 

Boy’s Life Magazine 1994   NF 
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4 John Stossel 

video on DDT 

John 

Stossel 

You.tube 2010 W m NF 

4 “Earth Tones” Canadian 

Gov Video 

Science.gc.ca 5/2/2012   NF 

 

 

 

 

Grade 7 Supplemental Texts 

 Name of 

supplemental Text 

Author Other notes Publication 

date 

Author’s 

race 

Author’s 

gender 

Genre 

1 “Loss of Culturally 

Vital Cattle Leave 

Dinka Tribe Adrift 

in refugee Camps” 

Steven Buckley Washington Post 1997 B M NF 

1 Water for South Sudan  Waterforsouthsudan.org  ND ND NF 

1 “Sudanese Tribes 

Confront Modern 

War” 

Karl Vick Washington Post 1999 W M NF 

1       NF 

1 Author’s Note “A 

Long Walk to Water” 

Linda Sue Park  2010 A F NF 

1 ‘Time Trip” Weekly Reader: 

Current Events 

Excerpt from “Life and 

Death in Darfur: 

Sudan’s  Refugee Crisis 

Continues” 

2006 ND ND NF 

2 Harvesting Hope: 

The Story of Cesar 

Chavez 

Kathleen Krull  2000 W F NF 

2 “In China, Human 

Costs Are Built into 

an IPad” 

Charles Duhigg, 

David Barboza 

The NY Times 2012 W M NF 
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2 “An Apparel Factory 

Defies Sweatshop 

Label, but Can It 

Thrive?” 

Steven 

Greenhouse 

The NY Times 2010 W M NF 

2 “Are Your Clothes 

Made in 

Sweatshops?” 

Oxfam Australia  ND   NF 

2 “Ethical Style: How 

Is My T-Shirt 

Made?” 

Tabea Kay 

Soriano 

Good 2012 ND F NF 

2 Statement at Pacific 

Lutheran University 

Cesar Chavez  1989 H M NF 

2 “The Wrath of 

Grapes” 

Cesar Chavez  1968 H M NF 

3 “We Wear the Mask” Paul Laurence 

Dunbar 

 1895 B M F 

3 “Slaveship” Lucille Clifton  1895 B F F 

3 “Introduction to 

Poetry” 

Billy Collins  1998 W M F 

3 “Harriet Tubman” Eloise Greenfield  2003 B F F 

3 “Black Woman” Georgia Douglas 

Dunbar 

 1918 B F F 

3 “If We Must Die” Claude McKay  1919 B M F 

3 The People Could Fly Virginia 

Hamilton 

 1993 B F F 

3 “Renaissance Man” Scott Kirkwood Adapted by 

Expeditionary Learning 

2013 W M F 

3 Texts From Freedom: 

A History of US 

Webisode 5 

 PBS not an active 

website 

1995   NF 
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3 Frederick Douglass: 

The Last Day of 

Slavery 

William Miller  1995 W M NF 

4 “The Many Benefits, 

for Kids Playing 

Video Games” 

Peter Gray Pew Research 2012 W M NF 

4 “Policy Statement: 

Children, 

Adolescents, and the 

Media” 

Victor C 

Strasburger and 

Marjorie Hogan 

 2012 W M, F NF 

4 “The Digital 

Revolution and 

adolescent Brain 

Evolution” 

Jay N. Gledd, 

MD 

 2012 W M NF 

4 Video Games Benefit 

Children, Study Finds 

Penny Sweetser, 

et al 

Queensland University 

of Technology 

2013 W F NF 

4 “Why Facebook 

Could Actually Be 

Goof For Your 

Mental Health” 

Sy Mukherjee  ND A M NF 

4 “Guest Opinion: Step 

away from the 

Screen” 

Margaret Desler, 

MD 

Mercury News 2013 W F NF 

4 “Beyond the Brain” David Brooks  2013 W M NF 

4 “What’s Going on in 

Your Brain?” 

Linda Bernstein  2014 W F NF 

4 Can You Unplug for 

24 Hours 

Heidi St Clair 

Seaborn 

HuffPost 2012 W F NF 

4 You Trouble Justin O’Neill Scholastic Choices 2012 W M NF 

4 Attached to 

Technology and 

Paying a Price 

Matt Richtel The NY Times 2010 W M NF 
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4 Is Google Making Us 

Stupid? 

Nicholas Carr, 

Peter Norvig 

The Atlantic 2008 W M NF 

4 The Teen Brain:  It’s 

Just Not Grown Up 

Yet  

Richard Knox  ND W  NF 

4 “Nicholas Carr’s 

“The Shallows: What 

the Internet is Doing 

to Our Brains” 

Jeffrey Brown, 

Nicholas Carr, 

Matthew Kielty 

 2010 W M NF 

 

 

Grade 8 Supplemental Texts 

 Name of supplemental Text Author Other notes Publication 

date 

Author’s 

race 

Author’s 

gender 

Genre 

1 “Panic Rises in Saigon, but the Exits 

are Few 

Fox Butterfield Banner 1975 W M NF 

1 “Hard Times in Sarajevo: Cold 

Weather Comes Early to Bosnia’s 

War-Torn Capital, Bringing More 

Hardship, Death” 

Current Events, 

Weekly Reader 

 1994   NF 

1 “Peace Patrol: US Troops Will Stay At 

Least Another Year in Tense Bosnia” 

Current Events, 

Weekly Reader 

 2001   NF 

1 “People Without a Land” Scholastic 

Update 

 1996   NF 

1 “Refugee Children in Canada: 

Searching for Identity” 

Ana Maria 

Fantino and 

Alice Colak 

 2001 W F NF 

1 “Meet the Kurds” Vera Saeedpour Faces, People, 

Places, Culture 

1999 W F NF 

1 “Refugees: Who, Where and Why” Catherine Gevert  2002 W F NF 

1 speech at Refugee Transitions’ World 

of Difference Benefit Luncheon” 

Til Gurung  2010 A M NF 

1 “Town Mouse and Country Mouse” Rachel Lehr  2006 W F NF 
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1 “Welcome to Sarajevo” Nicola Degli 

Espositi 

Skipping Stones 2003 W M NF 

1 “A Place of her Own” Andrea Faiad  2000 W F NF 

1 “Children of War” Arthur Brice  1994 ND M NF 

1 “I Escaped the Taliban” Kristin Baird  2005 W F NF 

1 “Bosnia: The Children of War” Colin Woodard  2004 W M NF 

1 Transcript: “forgotten Ship: A Daring 

Rescue as Saigon Fell” 

Joseph Shapiro 

and Andrew 

Bartlett 

 2010 W M, F NF 

1 Refugee Writing on the Journey Karim Haidari  2002 W M NF 

2 “The Harvest That Never Came” Aaron Shepard  1993 W M NF 

2 “Pyramus and Thisbe” Thomas 

Bullfinch 

 1913 W M F 

2 “Shakespeare’s Universal Appeal 

Examined” 

Jonathan Bate  2012 W M NF 

2 “Top ten Reasons Shakespeare Did Not 

Write Shakespeare” 

Keir Cutler  2010 W M NF 

2 “The Lure of Shakespeare” Robert W. Butler  2005 W M NF 

2 A Midsummer’s Night Dream Film directed by 

Michael Hoffman 

 1999 W M F 

3 “The Editorial Position of the Arkansas 

Gazette in the Little Rock school 

Crisis:” 

University of 

Arkansas  

Libraries 

 1957   NF 

3 Jim Crow Laws National Park 

Service 

 2018   NF 

3 14th Amendment to the U.S. 

Constitution 

  1866   NF 

3 Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court 

case 

 1896   NF 

3 “Address to the first Montgomery 

Improvement Association (MIA) Mass 

Meeting 

Dr Martin Luther 

King, Jr. 

(Montgomery bus 

boycott soeech0 

1955 B M NF 
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3 “I Have a Dream” speech Dr Martin Luther 

King, Jr. 

 1963 B M NF 

3 “Life in the South after the Civil War” 

video 

Alexandra Lutz  2013 ND  NF 

3 “Video Overview: Plessy v. Ferguson” 

video 

Christian Bryant About.com ND   NF 

3 “John Chancellor Reports on 

integration at Central High School” 

John Chancellor NBC News 1957 W M NF 

4 “Antibiotic Debate Overview” PBS  2014   NF 

4 “The Economic Impact of Indiana 

Livestock Industries” 

Carlos Mayan 

and Kevin T. 

McNamara 

 2008 H, W M NF 

4 “Genetically Engineered Crops- What, 

How, and Why” 

Pamela Ronald  2011 W F NF 

4 “Understanding Concentrated Animal 

Feeding Operations and Their Impact 

on Communities” 

Carrie Hribar and 

Mark Schulz 

 2010 ND F, M NF 

 

 

ND = Not Determinable  

Race/Ethnicity 

A = Asian 

B = Black  

L = Latinx 

W = White 

 

Gender 

F = Female 

M = Male  

Genre 

F= Fiction 

NF = Nonfiction  
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